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PROLOGUE
 
    
 
    
 
   “Friendship is unnecessary, like philosophy, like art…It has no survival value, rather it is one of those things which give value to survival.”
 
   -C. S. Lewis
 
    
 
    
 
   March 15, 1 AE (from the journal of Danielle O’Connor)
 
    
 
   If someone had told me three months ago that 90 percent of the people in the world were about to die, I would’ve laughed. If someone had told me the survivors would develop unbelievable Abilities, I would’ve called them crazy. If someone had told me I’d find love with the least likely person, I would’ve rolled my eyes. And if someone had told me that, after everything, the people I cared about most would be torn from my grasp, I would’ve walked away.
 
    
 
   I wish I could walk away now.
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   Dani
 
    
 
    
 
   Cringing, I glared at the stinging, red paper cut on the tip of my index finger and muttered, “Damn hand sanitizer.” I’d always been a fan of good old-fashioned soap and water, and I was irked that my dissertation advisor had forced the slimy, astringent goop into my hands when I’d left his office.
 
   Unfortunately, the compulsory germ-killing reminded me of Callie, my pathetically sick roommate. I’d driven her to the campus clinic first thing that morning. She’d been sitting on our couch in pajama bottoms and a purple pea coat, mumbling, “I’m going to the doctor right now…just give me a second…,” and staring at the floor. I’d immediately hustled her out to the car and zipped her to the doctor.
 
   “It’s just a bad case of the flu, I’m sure,” the doctor had claimed, barely perceptible worry tightening her eyes.
 
   Callie’s ashen coloring had been troubling, but not as much as the doctor’s instruction to take her to the hospital if her condition worsened…like the other sick students…dozens of them. I couldn’t believe a flu outbreak was forcing so many healthy people into the hospital. It wasn’t like we lived in a third world country or something.
 
   The handful of students missing from my morning study group only intensified my concern—a handful is a lot when there are only eleven students to begin with. As I cleared the last crosswalk on the way back home, being careful to avoid the puddles left by the morning rain, I wondered if the outbreak would end up being as deadly as the Spanish flu was nearly a century ago. 
 
   I shook my head, dispelling my unusually grim thoughts. It’s just the flu, I told myself for the hundredth time. She’ll be fine. They all will.
 
   As I entered my turn-of-the-century brick apartment building, I distracted myself with thoughts of how incongruous the classy exterior was with the 1980s-remodeled interior. The décor was tragic—pastel and gold foil abstract art hung on the walls, and the carpet was a tacky combination of mauve, coral pink, and faded turquoise…and that was just the beginning. The apartments themselves included worn blue carpet—no doubt covering handsome hardwood—stained linoleum, and appliances with chipped plastic. Such a waste…this place could be exquisite. But, at least the rent’s low…
 
   I walked to my ground floor apartment, unlocked the door, and shifted my computer bag to brace myself for the impending “happy Jack attack.” Except when I opened the door, it didn’t come. 
 
   “Jack?” I called out, curious.
 
   Following his whimpered response, I found the 120-pound, adolescent German Shepherd staring forlornly at Callie’s closed bedroom door.
 
   “Hey, Sweet Boy,” I said, crouching down to scratch his shoulders and to let him sniffle my neck. “She probably just wants to sleep. Want a treat?”
 
   Jack wagged his way into the kitchen while I quickly peeked into my roommate’s bedroom. Inside, Callie snored softly as she slept. She’s fine.
 
   After rewarding Jack’s amazing abilities to sit (“sit”), shake hands (“nice to meet you”), and play dead (“bang”), I plopped down on my bed and opened my laptop. Jack hopped up and settled in next to me, causing a bed-quake. 
 
   Cam, my adorable boyfriend, wouldn’t get home from work for another half hour. Rubbing Jack’s velvety ear, I decided to write a nice long email to my best friend, Zoe—she had neither answered when I’d called during my walk home nor responded to my texts. The woman worked like crazy, and we hadn’t chatted in days. Besides, writing to her would kill time and help me avoid doing anything productive on my birthday. Genius.
 
    
 
    
 
   Date: December 4, 4:30 PM
 
   From: Danielle O’Connor
 
   To: Zoe Cartwright
 
   Subject: Birthday Heresy
 
    
 
   Zo! I can’t believe we’re apart on a birthday. It’s practically heretical! Thank you SO much for the amazing drawing...it’s totally perfect. I can’t believe how many details you remembered from that night. Cam was super impressed too.
 
    
 
   Anyway, how was your date with Mr. 58 (or was it Mr. 85)? You promised to give me juicy details, but alas, I’ve heard nothing from my wayward Zo. It was the blond guy, right? Or was that the last one? Gah…I can’t keep up. Give me an ooey-gooey, nitty-gritty description of EVERYTHING. Please.
 
    
 
   On a totally different note, the flu is getting pretty bad over here. Is it bad in Salem too? This morning I took Callie to the doctor, and Zo, I’m really worried about her. She’s so pale and weak. Actually, she looks just like you did when you had that H1N1 virus a few years ago. Cam’s been making soup for her…he’s so sweet. Besides, his cooking is a gazillion times better than whatever I’d conjure up. My food might make her feel worse… 
 
    
 
   So…I’m sure you want to know about tonight’s birthday plans. Cam (sigh, drool) is taking me to his restaurant and then to that Irish pub—you know, the one where you had too many Long Islands and danced on the table… Anyway, Cam said he invited “everyone we know” to the pub. But, considering that over half of Seattle seems to be sick, I’m guessing less than a dozen people will show. Whatever…I’m just excited to get out and have some fun.  
 
    
 
   Oh…gotta go...Cam just got home and is harping on me to get changed for dinner. I guess soggy jeans aren’t classy enough. I’ll give you a recap tomorrow, assuming I’m not too hungover to open my eyes.
 
    
 
   Dani
 
    
 
    
 
   We’d been at the pub for several hours when Jamie’s pink, designer stiletto jabbed my shin. “Did you hear about that student who died today?” she asked.
 
   My food and alcohol-induced semi coma receded momentarily, allowing me to process her eager words. Always the drama queen, that Jamie. She never knew when to keep her mouth shut, so we constantly butted heads.
 
   Sighing, I grumbled, “What are you talking about?” 
 
   “Ohhhh…so you don’t know.” Jamie’s eyes narrowed with vindictive pleasure.              
 
   Not for the first time that night, I mentally cursed Cam for inviting her. “Evidently not,” I replied dryly.
 
   “Yeah.” Her chest heaved with delight as she explained, “some undergrad died of the flu. You know, the one that everyone has right now. You do at least know about that, right? So now people are dying from it. Doesn’t Callie have it too?”
 
   Hateful bitch, I thought viciously. I’d never really liked Jamie, and my concern about Callie clouded my judgment, along with the three vodka tonics and the glass of Champagne. “You’re a hateful bitch,” I retorted.
 
   The statement earned shocked stares from several of the young Seattleites sitting around the corner booth, including Cam. But I wasn’t done. For days I’d been worrying about Callie, and stupid Jamie had just implied the worst. She’ll be okay. It’s just the flu.
 
   With a sickly sweet smile I cooed, “Callie’s doing much better, thanks for asking. But you, Jamie…you’re looking quite pale. Are you sick? Or, have you just had too much to drink? You do at least know about your reputation as a lush, right?”
 
   A growing silence encompassed our table. As I opened my mouth to continue, Cam interceded. “Let’s get a drink, D,” he said through gritted teeth.
 
   I was quickly ushered out of the booth by his firm grasp. His unusual forcefulness was more than a small turn-on, and suddenly, I was really looking forward to returning home with him.  
 
   By the time Cam and I left the pub, the confrontation with Jamie was nearly forgotten. We entered our apartment, eager to reach our bedroom, and noticed that Callie’s bathroom light was on. When I went to turn it off, much to my shock, I found my roommate curled up on the linoleum floor. The air was thick with the rank smell of vomit. Oh my God…
 
   I fell to my knees beside Callie and turned her onto her back. She was burning hot and coated in sweat. Jack, curled up next to her, kept nuzzling her cheek and watching her face for a response. There was none.
 
   While we’d been out eating, drinking, and being generally merry, Callie had vomited what looked like all of her insides into the toilet. I stared at my friend’s non-responsive form, unable to move for several long seconds. And then I started panicking.
 
   “Callie! Callie, wake up!” I implored, nudging her gently. She didn’t respond. I shook her harder, watching her sway like a rag doll. She looked so pale, so young. “Cam! We have to take her to the hospital!” I screeched. 
 
   When I looked behind me for Cam’s unfailing support, I found him on the phone. He was repeating our address. Oh…9-1-1…I should’ve thought of that.
 
   “Thanks,” he said, ending the call. “They’ll be here in fifteen or twenty minutes,” he told me.
 
   “But, she’s…,” I began but didn’t know how to finish. Sick? Comatose? Dying?
 
   “I know, D, but they said it’s an unusually busy night,” Cam told me, filling two glasses with water from the kitchen tap. “They’ll get here as fast as they can.”
 
   When the paramedics finally arrived, Cam had to pry me from my prostrate position beside my unconscious friend to give the emergency crew enough room to help her. We followed the ambulance to the hospital and watched as Callie was rushed through the emergency room and into a restricted area. FAMILY ONLY, read the sign taped to the door. All we could do was sit…wait.
 
   As I looked around, my mind returned to a mostly-sober state. I wasn’t in an emergency room waiting area but a stifling, body-packed cage. People crowded in on all sides, milling, mumbling, mourning. They all looked sick. Hundreds of them. Shouldn’t the hospital be taking care of these people? What if they infect me? Infect us?
 
   Cam was sitting beside me, holding my hand. He looked just as ill as everyone else in the crowded room. What if he is sick? Like Callie…oh God…like the guy who died…
 
   The air grew perceptibly hotter and viscous. Clammy chills consumed my body. Stay calm…stay calm…stay calm…
 
   Hours passed, and then I saw her. I recognized the silky blonde hair and pink stilettos. Jamie. You’re a hateful bitch, my words replayed in my head.
 
   I watched as they wheeled her through the stuffy room, unconscious. Just like Callie. I’d been honest in my earlier assessment of her; she really had looked ill. You’re a hateful bitch.
 
   Jamie disappeared through the same metal doors as Callie had. FAMILY ONLY. Medical staff and unconscious patients were the only people who’d passed through them. So far, only the medical staff had returned.
 
   Desperately, I looked at Cam, hoping he could somehow give me the air my lungs couldn’t seem to capture. But he appeared ready to pass out, completely unaware of my emotional flailing. 
 
   Zoe, I thought, I need you!
 
    
 
    
 
   2 SENT TEXT MESSAGES:
 
    
 
   TO: Zo
 
   Callie’s in the ER. She’s in a coma. Cam and I came in with her a little after 2AM. Been here for hours, but the docs still haven’t told us anything. Wish you were here.
 
   December 5, 6:00 AM
 
    
 
   TO: Zo
 
   BTW, I’ll call Grams in a bit to check on everyone back home. How are YOU feeling? Me? I’m freaking out… 
 
   December 5, 6:04 AM
 
   
  
 




 
   2
 
   Zoe
 
    
 
    
 
   Rushing into the small, outdated bungalow, I threw my messenger bag on the russet suede couch with excessive force. I was instantly irritated that Sarah, my roommate’s closest friend, was there…again. Eating my food. Why am I not charging her rent?
 
   “Where’s Jordan?” I snipped, unwinding my black cashmere scarf and charcoal knee-length pea coat, and tossing them over the back of the couch.
 
   “She’s in the shower. You hungry?” The curly-haired freeloader twirled noodles on her fork, utterly oblivious to my annoyance.
 
   I took a deep breath, trying to calm myself before speaking. “Thanks, but I’m rushing off to the bar for my night shift.” I eyed the plate of spaghetti in front of her. “Someone’s gotta buy the food around here,” I added.
 
   Hurrying down the hallway to my bedroom, I slammed the door behind me. I barely had time to remove my sweater before my cell phone vibrated in my pocket. Sighing, I answered, “Hey Dad.”
 
   “Hi honey, how are you?” He muffled a cough on the other end of the line.
 
   “Getting ready for work. Other than that, I’m fine.” I unzipped my knee-high, black calfskin boots and flung them into the corner. The brisk air was a reprieve, cooling my legs, which had been fermenting in their leather confines.
 
   “I thought you just got off work?”
 
   “Yeah, well, I’m always working. That’s the joy of having two jobs.”
 
   “Oh yeah. I forgot.” He cleared his throat.
 
   “How could you forget? I’ve been working at the gallery and Earl’s for like…ever.”
 
   “Well, that’s the joy of getting old,” he teased, but he sounded exhausted.
 
   “You sound horrible, Dad.” I pulled off my brown pencil skirt and laid it across the bed.
 
   “Gee, thanks. You sure know how to make your old man feel good,” he bantered.
 
   “Yeah, well, someone’s gotta worry about you.” Trying to lighten the conversation, I asked, “What kind of mischief have you gotten into lately, anyway? I haven’t talked to you in a while, so don’t tell me ‘nothing,’ ‘cause we both know that’s not true.”
 
   He chuckled and sighed, “Nothing, I promise…Well, there was—” 
 
   I laughed, interrupting his admission with feigned exasperation. “I knew it! What’d you do now, Dad?”
 
   “I tried to re-landscape the backyard—” He was cut short by a coughing fit.
 
   I grimaced. “Are you sure you’re okay? You really do sound bad.” I grabbed some jeans out of the closet and shook them out.
 
   His cough persisted, and I grew increasingly worried. “Dad…”
 
   “I’m fine. It’s just a lingering cold. Charlene’s sick too. I probably caught it from her when I was helping weatherproof her windows last week.”
 
   I was immediately sidetracked by the knowledge that he was spending time with his beautiful, single neighbor. I wished, more than believed, he might be coming out of his shell. My dad hadn’t dated much since my mom’s death. According to my older brother, my dad had never really been the same in general. However, his scatterbrained lack of focus was all I’d ever known, and even at the age of fifty-seven, he still needed me to look out for him. 
 
   “At Charlene’s, huh? How…interesting.”
 
   “Oh, stop it. You know we’re just friends.” Joking aside, his voice was agitated, as it normally was when I tried to encourage him to date.
 
   “She’s been after you for how many years now? I think it’s time you gave her a break, Pops,” I said, switching to speakerphone and tossing my cell onto the bed.
 
   “I was just helping her out.”
 
   “Oh, trust me, I know.” I hopped around, tugging on my faded jeans and almost falling over.
 
   “Knock it off, Zoe.” His fatherly voice always emerged when I goaded him in the areas of love and affection.
 
   “You’re right. She wouldn’t know what to do with herself. Probably not a good idea,” I said bitterly. He continued scolding me, and I tuned him out as I pulled a green Earl’s t-shirt over my head and gazed into the mirror.
 
   Envisioning my usual gallery attire paired with the conservative hairstyle I still wore, I wasn’t surprised I was habitually single. I look like an uptight school marm, I observed regretfully.
 
   Pulling my dark hair from its bun, I watched it cascade past my shoulders and settle just above my waist, uncreased despite the twisted knot it had been in all day. I tried to imagine what I would look like with Dani’s wild curls and rolled my eyes. Wondering was pointless. My hair was boring and straight, but at least it contrasted nicely with my light skin and blue-green eyes. 
 
    My dad had blue eyes, but not quite the same color as mine. They were paler, and his hair was so much lighter. I must look more like Mom…
 
   “Zo? You still there?”
 
   “Yeah, I’m here.” 
 
   “Anyway, it’s nothing,” my dad said.
 
   “It’s been over twenty years, Dad. Are you gonna be alone the rest of your life?”
 
   His voice softened the way it always did when he was attempting to reassure me. “Don’t worry about me, hon. I’ve got you kids.” He cleared his throat. I couldn’t help but scoff at the idea of having us “kids” as suitable companions. He and Jason were still trying to rebuild their relationship, and I was on the other side of the country. 
 
   “Speaking of you kids…” My dad’s voice brightened. “Jason called me yesterday. He’s doing well and likes Washington more than Colorado. Said he’s moving up in rank real quick.” He paused for a second, and when I didn’t say anything, he continued, “Eleven years as a Green Beret and he’s finally getting where he wants to be.”
 
   “I didn’t know he’d left Colorado,” I said quietly. I couldn’t believe my brother hadn’t told me he was being reassigned…or whatever. 
 
   “Oh…I’m sure he’s been busy and doesn’t have much time to talk. He probably assumed I’d fill you in.” My dad prattled on, but I was more focused on the realization that Jason and I had drifted even further apart.
 
   Sarah’s sudden coughing fit in the living room pulled me from my thoughts. Upon hearing one gag after another, I promised myself I’d make time to get a flu shot soon.
 
    
 
    
 
   1 SENT TEXT MESSAGE:
 
    
 
   TO: D
 
   Tried calling you, but got your voicemail. Is Callie doing better? Dad’s sick too. Can you ask Grams to check on him? I’ll call you after work.
 
   December 5, 5:15 PM
 
    
 
    
 
   Date: December 5, 2:24 AM
 
   From: Zoe Cartwright
 
   To: Danielle O’Connor
 
   Subject: :(
 
    
 
   D,
 
    
 
   I tried calling you again, but you’re probably asleep. I hope Callie’s doing better. I’m sorry it took so long to get back to you. I’ve been super busy covering shifts at the gallery AND at Earl’s. I hadn’t realized how many people were sick until last night…one of my co-workers died. Can you believe it?! Maxine was so healthy and young...it’s all so scary. It feels like I was just joking around with her yesterday, and now she’s gone.
 
    
 
   Speaking of gone, you should probably know Jason’s apparently stationed over in Washington now. Of course, he didn’t tell me himself; I had to find out from my dad. I bet Jason doesn’t even know you’re in Seattle.
 
    
 
   Oh, and of course...HAPPY BELATED BIRTHDAY! Did you even get to celebrate? Sorry I couldn’t be there, but we’ll make up for it when we see each other for Christmas. I promise. I’m gonna get some sleep before I have to wake up and head to the gallery…again. Happy late 26th!
 
    
 
   Hasta la vista,
 
   Zo
 
    
 
    
 
   After putting it off for a day and getting no sleep thanks to Jordan’s fitful night of coughing and vomiting, I finally took the time to go to the doctor for a flu shot.
 
   Walking into the clinic, I felt like I was entering a prison. The walls were white and sterile, and fluorescent lighting illuminated the bland space. Glass barriers separated the sick from the healthy. Patients stood in zigzagged lines throughout the waiting room like inmates, their medical paperwork in hand instead of eating trays and handcuffs. 
 
   Near the door, a security guard handed out surgical masks. Eyeing the mass of people, I groaned and grabbed a mask before getting in line. My attention was immediately captured by the two women in front of me; they were talking about the Center for Disease Control.
 
   “Well last night the CDC finally addressed the issue nationally,” said the red-haired woman. She clearly thought their involvement was overdue. 
 
   “It’s about time.” Her brunette friend sounded relieved.  
 
   “They aren’t even sure if the vaccine works yet. The Virus is spreading so quickly…it’s like they can’t keep up with it.”
 
   “I heard they think it’s airborne—not that it’s surprising.”
 
   The redhead nodded. “I know. And they want us all to stay indoors. Real practical.” Her face soured in disgust as she surveyed the crowded room.
 
   I followed her eyes, taking in the number of people with pallid skin and runny noses. My skin crawled as I thought about the orgy of germs I’d walked into. The idea of being in a room swarming with the ill, breathing the same recycled air as the rest of the throng, made my stomach curdle. Great.
 
   Just as I was debating the quickest exit out to the open air, a platinum blonde shuffled through the door. Her skin was unnaturally tanned, her face caked with makeup, and she had bubblegum-pink fingernails. Taking a second look, I noticed the heavy make-up was a desperate attempt to cover the cold sores around her mouth and the dark half-moons under her eyes.
 
   Blondie stopped dead in her tracks. She took one look at the line drawn out before her and started complaining. “This is ridiculous,” she spat and marched her way to the front of the line.
 
   “Hey! You have to wait in line like the rest of us!” a waiting patient called out.
 
   “Miss, you need to get to the back of the line. There’s no cutting.” My eyes zeroed in on the guard touching the girl’s shoulder. Shouldn’t he be wearing gloves or something?
 
   His eyes widened as he listened to an announcement in his ear piece, then he started speaking again. “If you’ve had H1N1 before, form a line over here please!” He pointed to the far left wall. “If you’re showing any flu symptoms, please stay in the original line.”
 
   I found myself smiling at his words. Thank God, I thought as I moved to the shorter line. Maybe I’ll get to work on time after all.
 
   “Oh, that’s me,” Blondie simpered and smiled at the guard. He eyed her closely as she hurried to my line. The exertion proved too strenuous, and she began wheezing almost immediately.
 
   My phone vibrated, distracting me from the commotion. It was Sarah.
 
   “Hello?” 
 
   “Where are you?” she whimpered.
 
   “At the clinic attempting to get a flu shot. Why?” I waited for a moment. The phone was silent, and then I realized Sarah was crying. “What happened?” My heart was racing, and I tasted blood on my tongue as I chewed the inside of my cheek.
 
   “Jordan’s dead,” she sobbed. “I didn’t know if you knew.”
 
   I didn’t know…I hadn’t even realized she was so sick. I’d never been close with Jordan. We’d worked together at Earl’s and had been roommates for two years, but we’d always been too different to be good friends.
 
   “Did you hear me, Zoe? It’s so loud there—”
 
   “Yeah, I heard you.” I stared blankly at the floor. “Where are you?”
 
   “I’m at your house. I took Jordan’s key. Is that okay?” she asked timidly and sneezed into the phone. The question was trivial, but it was sweet that she’d asked all the same.
 
   “Zoe Cartwright?” called a nurse.
 
   When I didn’t respond to Sarah’s question, she choked out, “Zoe? I’ll leave if you want me to.”
 
   “No, no, it’s fine. I’ll be home soon.”
 
   I hung up and followed the nurse into the doctor’s office. I had to wipe away a stray tear as I remembered the time one of the many douchebags I’d dated left me stranded at some dive bar at two o’clock in the morning. Jordan had come to my rescue, and we’d grabbed a late night coffee before heading home.
 
    
 
    
 
   1 SENT TEXT MESSAGE:
 
    
 
   TO: D
 
   Jordan’s dead…
 
   Date: December 6, 8:45 PM
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   Dani
 
    
 
    
 
   Zoe’s roommate is dead. With a shuddering sigh, I leaned back against Cam. His arms wrapped reassuringly around me, interlocking just under my breasts. If only there was something sexual in his touch. If only we had the energy for such distractions. His body burned against mine, like he’d spent hours sitting too close to a fireplace. Staring out the wide living room window into the grim winter drizzle, I watched as our combined body heat slowly fogged up the glass.
 
   “D, let’s go to bed.” Cam’s too-hot breath brushed my neck as he spoke, worrying me.
 
   “You go ahead,” I said, meeting his reflected gaze. “I’ll be in soon. I just need to do a few things first.”
 
   Exhaling heavily, he held me more tightly.
 
   I patted one of his hands and murmured reassurances. “I’ll be quick. I promise.” 
 
   Cam kissed the top of my head, breathing deeply. “Mmm…D, how do you still smell so good?” He took another deep breath. “Even after two days. You smell…mmm…more like you. If I weren’t so tired…” He trailed off with a husky chuckle. The distinct thread of desire wasn’t enough to push either of us into action.
 
   He released me and moved away. “Don’t blame me if I’m already dead asleep by the time you crawl under the covers.”
 
   Dead asleep. Ha. Ha. I looked at him over my shoulder and gave my least-amused, most-withering expression. He laughed as he retreated to our bedroom.
 
   I examined my reflection in the night-darkened glass and, studying my diminutive height and build, pale skin, and long crimson curls, gave myself the same death stare. Nope, not scary at all. My flushed cheeks and feverishly glowing eyes, however, were a little unsettling. I felt like crap and looked like it.
 
   With a sigh, I plucked my phone from the window sill and called my grandma.
 
   “Hello?” the elderly Irish woman greeted with her usual musical lilt.
 
   I let out an unexpected sigh of relief. “Hi Grams, it’s me.”
 
   “Oh, Dani-girl. I’ve been meaning to call you to see how the rest of your birthday went, but one thing after another kept popping up, especially with all the sick folks. So, how are you, girl? How’s that boy of yours? Did you have a good time on your birthday?” Her raspy voice eased some of my anxiety, but there was just too much sickness and death to settle my nerves completely.
 
   “We’re both fine and…my birthday was…lovely,” I lied. “How are you?”
 
   “Oh…don’t you be worrying about me. These old bones have weathered worse storms. Did you get the package I sent you? I overnighted it yesterday.”
 
   “Uhhh…I don’t know. I’ll check the mail room tomorrow. What’s in it?”
 
   “Medicines and herbs—things to keep you healthy.” She paused for a moment. “Mind you, fetch that package first thing in the morning, you hear?” Her steely tone welcomed zero argument, making me cringe. Things must be bad down there.
 
   “Yes, Grams,” I replied. “Do you think you could check on Tom? Zo said he’s sick. I think she’s really worried.”
 
   “Of course.”
 
   “Thanks. Zo’ll be relieved knowing you’re looking out for him.”
 
   Grams breathed deeply before saying, “Now, I’m sorry, but I really must cut this short. Promise me you’ll take extra special care over the next few days, you hear?”
 
   “Yes, Grams, I promise. You’d better do the same, you hear?” I mimicked, receiving a gravelly laugh in response.
 
   “I do love you, Dani-girl,” she stated earnestly, nearly turning my sudden good humor to tears.
 
   “I love you too, Grams.”
 
   After the goodbyes, a heavy weight settled on my shoulders, like all of my anxiety and fear had solidified and were threatening to crush me. I thought I might understand what Atlas felt like…just a little.
 
   I quickly scrolled to Zoe’s name and pressed call. While I listened to five rings without an answer, I stared at the black Celtic knot tattooed on my wrist, knowing Zoe had the same on her hip. Her recorded voice greeted me after the sixth ring. “You’ve reached Zoe Cartwright. Please leave me a message and I’ll call you back…maybe.”
 
   Sighing, I waited for the beep and said, “Zo…I need to talk to you. Like now. Call me.” I ended the call and quickly logged onto my computer, pondering the email I was about to write. 
 
   How much should I tell her? Should I tell her that Callie’s going to die like Jordan? Or that Cam and I are definitely sick? Should I lie to her like I did with Grams? Maybe I’m wrong. Maybe Callie will make it. Maybe Cam and I aren’t really sick. Maybe none of it’s real.
 
   A twisted version of myself added, maybe telling her will make it real.
 
    
 
    
 
   Date: December 6, 9:30 PM
 
   From: Danielle O’Connor
 
   To: Zoe Cartwright
 
   Subject: What the hell is going on?
 
    
 
   Zo,
 
    
 
   I just spoke to Grams. She said she’d head over to your Dad’s soon. I’ll let you know as soon as I hear anything. Don’t worry about my birthday—it’s really not important right now. There’s too much other crap going on for it to matter.
 
    
 
   I’m SO sorry about Jordan. I don’t even know what to say…only that I’m sorry. Was it the flu? I just assumed…
 
    
 
   Cam and I just got home from visiting Callie in the hospital again. One of our pseudo friends, Jamie Jenks (I think you met her), also died this morning. I said some stuff to her—bad stuff—at the pub the other night. Sometimes it’s like I just lose control of my mouth. And now she’s dead. At least Callie is only in a coma. The doctor isn’t sure if she’ll come out of it. I called her parents, and they’re on their way. Her dad said the government is trying to blockade all of the state borders for quarantine or something. Not that it matters, everyone already has the damn virus.
 
    
 
   And Jason is stationed near me? No, I don’t care. Seriously. I’m just surprised I didn’t already know we were living in the same state. Whatever. Is he coming home for the holidays? I sort of hope not. Every time I even mention your brother around Cam, he gets his sour, jealous face. I can’t blame him. I sometimes wonder if it’s just a natural male reaction to Jason. He’s just too...I don’t know… everything. Whatever.
 
    
 
   But honestly, I feel pretty crappy, so I’m off to bed. Don’t worry…I’m probably just feeling the aftereffects from the big night out and from spending too much time in hospital waiting rooms. I’ll let you know about your dad as soon as I hear back from Grams.
 
    
 
   Dani
 
    
 
    
 
   Callie’s dad cleared his throat for the dozenth time before saying, “It happened early this morning and, well, we know how close you two are…were…and we just thought you should know.” The horrible, wrenching strain in his voice pulverized my heart just a little bit more.
 
   The two-bedroom apartment suddenly felt vacuous without Callie’s bright energy. She’d always filled the rooms with singing and excitement. Her touches were everywhere, from the spicy orange scent of her favorite candles to the photos of the Seattle skyline she’d taken over the years and had placed on the living room and hallway walls. It was her sun-faded couch that I currently sat on and her olive-green angora throw that was currently warming my legs. All of these things were hers, or had been, but I didn’t want any of them—I just wanted to see Callie again.
 
   “Thank you for telling me.” I sounded hollow. How can she be gone? “You’re welcome to stay in her room if you’d like…if it’s not too hard…I mean…I…I’m so sorry…” 
 
   Mr. Roberts coughed. “Thank you, but no. That won’t be needed. We’re staying at the hospital, unfortunately. We’re not feeling well.” Oh no…
 
   “Okay, Mr. Roberts, feel better. Just let me know when you’d like to come get her things.”
 
   He choked out, “Of course.”
 
   The call ended with mutual well-wishes. I tossed my phone on the cushion next to me and hoisted my aching body off the couch. I felt like I’d been trampled by a herd of wild horses. As I hobbled over to kneel beside Jack at Callie’s bedroom door, I wondered how my joints weren’t creaking audibly.
 
   When we’d returned home from the hospital the previous night, I’d closed off Callie’s room. Jack kept sitting at her door, trying to lean his furry body through the hollow, fake wood. Except it suddenly felt like the heavy stone entrance to an undisturbed tomb.
 
   Steeling myself, I opened the door, finally letting Jack enter the room containing the last vestiges of one of his best friends. I hung back in the doorway, and Callie’s scent washed over me—sustaining and suffocating. She’s never coming back.
 
   Some strange urge drove me further in, forcing me to stare around at all of her belongings—things she would never use again. She’s never coming back.
 
   Standing still, I focused on a blank spot on the wall in an attempt to stop the room from spinning. I was losing it. Emotional control was slipping through my fingers like desert sand. Why isn’t Callie here right now? I collapsed on the floor on hands and knees, fighting back sudden nausea. She’s never coming back.
 
   Jack stopped his sniffling exploration and rushed to my side, licking the backs of my hands. I wrapped my arms around him, clinging to his warmth…his vitality.
 
   “Hey Jack,” I breathed after a few minutes. “I’m okay, Sweet Boy.” It was a lie, but it didn’t really matter. I unclenched my fingers from his scruff and stood on shaky legs. “Let’s get outta here.”
 
   Jack leaned against my right leg as I rushed out of the room and eased the door closed. Click. I can’t go in there again.
 
    
 
    
 
   Date: December 7, 9:00 AM
 
   From: Danielle O’Connor
 
   To: Zoe Cartwright
 
   Subject: Losing Hope
 
    
 
   Zo,
 
    
 
   Callie’s gone. I just…this is so surreal. I can’t think about it anymore. But I can’t NOT think about it either. What happens now?
 
    
 
   When I talked to Grams, she told me she hadn’t been able to find your dad. But she promised to search around town. She also told me she wasn’t feeling well. Sorry. Wish I had better news.
 
    
 
   Yeah, so, it looks like Cam and I have the flu, too. Cam’s been throwing up in the bathroom most of the day. We’d go to the hospital, but there isn’t any point. The emergency broadcast said to stay away from all hospitals and doctors’ offices. I honestly don’t know what to do. Too much emotional crap. I need to go pass out now.
 
    
 
   Dani
 
    
 
    
 
   I woke with a jolt, immediately feeling like I’d taken a dozen shots of rum. I crawled over Cam’s sweaty body and barely made it to the bathroom before vomiting. Jack settled on the linoleum beside me, his head resting on his front paws while he watched me.
 
   The bloody, violent heaves seemed to last forever and left me a shaking, cavernous husk. My insides were raw, like I’d swallowed lighter fluid, lit a match on my tongue, and let the flames scorch my body from the inside out. Though I attempted to drink a few sips of water before rejoining Cam in bed, the most I could manage was to rinse out my mouth.
 
   When I finally returned to our bedroom, Cam was awake and curled up on his side facing the doorway. “D, I woke up, and you were gone. I’m so tired. Stay with me?” he rasped.
 
   “Of course,” I soothed as I unsteadily slid over his body and into bed. “Go to sleep, my Cam. I’ll be right here. I love you,” I whispered, snuggling behind him. But he was already in a deep sleep, and I was trying not to vomit, again.
 
   Hours later, the world resumed its lurching motion and forced me to return to my worship of the toilet. My stomach muscles heaved and contracted endlessly, nearly making me pass out from exhaustion.
 
   Using the wall for support, I eventually made it back to the bed. As I dragged my worthless limbs across Cam’s body, I became aware of Jack’s incessant whining and froze. 
 
   Beneath me, Cam wasn’t breathing. Cam? CAM! NO!!!
 
   “Wake up, Cam,” I begged, rolling him onto his back and sitting astride his limp form. “Come on, baby. Wake up, please!” I touched his face tenderly—kissed his lips, his eyes, his cheeks. I could smell him, so I knew he must still be there. 
 
   “This isn’t happening. You can’t do this to me! You can’t leave me! Please, Baby, just wake up! PLEASE!”
 
   But every part of him was limp, lifeless.
 
   “DAMMIT, CAM,” I screeched, banging on his chest with my weak limbs. “You have to wake up! You can’t leave me like this! You promised me…you said we’d grow old together! You PROMISED!” I gave one last scream before collapsing on top of him. All of my sounds turned to sobs.
 
   “Please, Cam, wake up,” I croaked.
 
   He’s dead.
 
   While I lay on his body, my mind flashed through all of the things we should’ve shared. We’d planned to share. We’d wanted to share.
 
   I saw Grams, acting as my father and mother, walking me down the aisle. Toward Cam.
 
   I saw our children—a little boy and baby girl—both with dark red hair.
 
   I saw family vacations with Zoe and her shadowed husband and child.
 
   I saw our children grow up and marry and have babies of their own.
 
   I saw myself grow old and wrinkly with Cam after a life filled with love and companionship, like he’d promised.
 
   And I watched him die as an old man. 
 
   All of my future hopes faded away as, in my mind, his aged, lifeless body transformed into the Cam growing cold beneath me. Young Cam. My Cam.
 
   He’s dead.
 
   Slowly, I became aware of Jack whining and tugging on my pajama pants. I felt like a sleepwalker as he led me off the bed and out of the room. I didn’t look back at Cam’s body as I shut the door.
 
   He was gone…dead. 
 
   Jack nudged, pushed, and tugged me into the living room, where he stared at me with pleading black eyes, willing me to do something.
 
   I collapsed onto the couch with arms and legs sprawled haphazardly. I gladly would’ve passed out, except something was jabbing into my thigh. As I moved the offending lump, I realized it was my laptop.
 
   I needed to talk to someone. But I couldn’t go back into the bedroom to get my phone. Cam’s body was in there. Definitely not. Can’t.
 
   I also couldn’t just stay on the couch and die, however appealing giving up sounded. Staring at the computer on my lap, I decided I could handle emailing Zoe, drinking a glass of water, falling asleep on the couch…and, depending on my luck, maybe dying.
 
   I trudged into the kitchen with Jack close behind me. The water burned like whiskey at first but transformed into liquid heaven after the fifth sip. I had to remind myself not to drink too quickly.
 
   I set my refilled glass on the counter before dragging a giant bag of dog food from the pantry. Too weak to pick it up, I tore it open and let the contents spill onto the linoleum. Jack wagged his whole body in excitement at the mountain of food.
 
   “There you go, Sweet Boy—just in case I don’t make it,” I told him, scratching his neck. My throat clenched, but I was too exhausted for tears.
 
   Jack wagged and whimpered, unable to decide on the appropriate response.
 
   Sitting back on the couch, I stared at the wall and sipped water as I waited for my computer to boot up. I begged my mind to stay empty. 
 
    
 
    
 
   Date: December 9, 8:30 PM
 
   From: Danielle O’Connor
 
   To: Zoe Cartwright
 
   Subject: (no subject)
 
    
 
   Cam’s gone.
 
    
 
   He stopped breathing. He just stopped being. I mean, one minute I left him sleeping in our bedroom, and the next minute he was just...gone.
 
    
 
   He’s dead, and I loved him. He’s lying in our bed—dead—and I still love him. But shouldn’t I not want to face a world without him? Shouldn’t I want to die? I don’t know how I feel right now. I feel nothing.
 
    
 
   I’m sorry...I haven’t read any emails or answered any calls for days. I haven’t even spoken with Grams. I’ve just been…passed out. I’m really tired, so I’m going to lie down on the couch and hope I wake up. I miss you. I miss you so much that it makes me feel...something. Love you, Zo.
 
    
 
   Dani
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   Zoe
 
    
 
    
 
   On any given night, the idea of getting into bed with my perfectly worn flannel sheets would’ve been welcomed. I would wrap myself in blankets and bake in the divine, sweltering heat. But I couldn’t. Though I could feel the monstrous chill closing in around me, nipping at my ears, nose, and neck, the covers were suffocating. They were too warm, too tight. I couldn’t get comfortable. Only moments after slipping under the covers, I threw them off.
 
   I’m fine. Everything’s fine, I lied to myself. Just get a glass of water, and go back to sleep. It’s just a fever…it’ll be gone tomorrow. 
 
   I struggled to get up. My head throbbed, my body ached, and my sweats felt like sandpaper against sunburn—abrasive and raw. I loved my pajamas, yet I couldn’t tear them off fast enough. Naked, I welcomed the chill of the night on my unshielded body.
 
   Suddenly, the cool air felt like shards of glass cutting me. Shit! What the hell’s wrong with me? My body was too sensitive. My skin felt like heavy leather being pulled as I moved—stiff and unable to mold to the form of my body. I have to do something.
 
   It was below freezing outside, and I was lying in bed, naked and sweating. I tried not to think about Jordan’s death, but I couldn’t help but wonder, Am I dying?
 
   My mouth started watering, and I attempted to swallow the bile rising up my throat, but it wouldn’t stay down. Lurching over the edge of the bed, I reached for the trash can as my stomach convulsed. I vomited until I felt hollow. Eventually, even the dry heaves ceased, and I wiped my sweaty brow with the back of my hand. Shaking, I stared at everything I’d puked up and waited for my breathing to steady.
 
   I hobbled to the bathroom and locked the disgusting trash can inside. Retrieving a large mixing bowl from the kitchen, I settled on the couch and turned on the television. Although its luminescence burned my eyes, Bob Ross’s calm, soothing voice talking about “happy little trees” and “whatever your heart desires” made me think about painting instead of pain. At least for a little while.
 
    
 
    
 
   1 SENT TEXT MESSAGE:
 
    
 
   TO: D
 
   Why aren’t your picking up your phone? Are you OK? Stupid question, I know. I can’t believe what happened to Cam. I’m so sorry D. Please just call me.
 
   December 10, 11:45 AM
 
    
 
    
 
   Dani’s email riddled me with fear. Every hair on my body stood on end as a sense of despair took root deep inside me. The panic and alarm I’d hidden away in the crevasses of my mind finally escaped their restraints. I couldn’t catch my breath as hysteria wrapped itself around my throat like a boa constrictor. She’s not answering. She can’t be dead! What about Jason? Dad and Grams? 
 
   I could hear Sarah retching in the bathroom. Of course I’d get sick too. Am I better? I’m feeling better, but…
 
   Remembering that my dad was alone and that Dani was worse off than I was, I used my rising conviction to levy my fear.
 
   I tossed my phone away in haste, completely forgetting that my ex, Dave, had texted me to make sure I was okay. I’d also forgotten that I had missed his call and that I was scheduled to work a gallery opening.
 
   Frantically, I shuffled through my room, snatching anything and everything lying around. My body still ached, but I ignored it. I put no thought into what I grabbed, filling my bag on autopilot.
 
   I have to stay in control, I told myself as I took a deep breath. Dad needs me. Dani needs me.
 
   I tried to change my flight home for Christmas, but I couldn’t get through to the airline. I would’ve settled for driving across the country, but I didn’t have a car. Dammit! Then I remembered…the bus station. I just needed to get there and buy a ticket. Then I could get to them. Hopefully it’ll be soon enough…
 
    
 
    
 
   Date: December 10, 11:35 PM
 
   From: Zoe Cartwright
 
   To: Danielle O’Connor
 
   Subject: Freaking Out
 
    
 
   Where are you, D? Why haven’t you contacted me? You’d better be alive! I’m trying to hold it together, but I can’t do that if you’re MIA. 
 
    
 
   I went to the bus station to buy a ticket home. It’s shut down. To make it worse, the airline’s phones have been busy since yesterday. Things are pretty bad here. Everything’s closed, including Earl’s and the gallery. I haven’t been able to get a hold of you or anyone else. The only people I’ve seen around Salem aren’t particularly in the best frame of mind—most are skittish, talking to themselves or smelling like they haven’t showered in a week. I even saw a blonde chick from the clinic…she was filthy and wandering aimlessly around downtown like she didn’t know where she was. It’s really bad.
 
    
 
   I’m beginning to feel trapped here in the middle of this frozen, crazed wasteland. Everything’s falling apart, and there’s nothing I can do about it.
 
    
 
   I’ve called you at least 7 times. I’m so worried about you, Dani. Please call or write when you can.
 
    
 
   I love you,
 
   Zoe
 
    
 
    
 
   Folded into the overstuffed chair in my living room, I stared absentmindedly out the picture window, mesmerized by the white flurries floating to the ground. My phone slid from my grasp, and my eyes followed it as it landed among the magazines and laundry strewn on the carpet. Jordan was always the tidy one.  
 
   I shivered. Wearing only boxers and one of my dad’s old t-shirts, I felt like my toes were ice cubes. I held a mug of cold tea and stroked the old, worn fabric of my shirt, wishing it still smelled like my dad.
 
   It had been a week since I’d heard from him, and Jason hadn’t called me back either. Dani’s last email had crumpled any hope I’d had left that things would get better. I’m losing everyone.
 
   “You’re cold.” Sarah’s voice was timid and quiet behind me.
 
   “I’m always cold,” I muttered. I often berated myself for making the stupid decision to move to the East Coast, forcing myself to endure the freezing winters. And now I’m far away from everyone I care about…
 
   Sarah cleared her throat.
 
   Momentarily removing myself from oblivion, I looked at her. She held out a burgundy fleece blanket, and I wondered how pathetic I must appear. Too exhausted to be stubborn, I accepted her offering and managed a weak smile. “Thanks, Sarah.” I set the blanket haphazardly on my lap, refocusing my gaze on the darkened world outside.
 
   Before I could slip back into the empty, paralyzing void, I felt Sarah’s delicate hands on my lap, repositioning the blanket to cover me. The warmth of the thick fleece soothed me, and my eyes began to sting as the salty tears I’d been fighting finally emerged. Lacking the energy to hold them in, I let them fall. My chin trembled, and my chest was burdened with swells of loneliness as my doubts began to consume me.
 
   Wiping my cheeks, I looked at Sarah again. Her curls were wild and unbrushed, and her clothes were dirty. She had dark circles under her eyes, and her lips were chapped—a pet peeve that I would’ve done something about in another life. I’d forgotten she was sick too. And she’s taking care of me.
 
   “You don’t have to do that.” My voice was unintentionally distant and cold, but I lacked the will to do anything about it.
 
   Sarah stood abruptly. Her features were pinched with worry, and her eyes were red and swollen. Nostrils flaring, she tried to compose herself before speaking. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to…bother you.” 
 
   She turned to leave, and hot guilt coursed through me. She’s just being nice. Don’t be a bitch, I thought. I shook myself, trying to dispel the mental numbness, and grabbed Sarah’s hand gently.
 
   She turned. “Thank you for letting me stay here, Zoe.” Her words were filled with emotion and gratitude. “It means so much to me. I don’t want to be alone.” Her cracked voice broke my heart. “I know you don’t want me here, but I—” 
 
   Tears were streaming down her face faster than she could wipe them away. She sat down on the couch and began sobbing into her hands, her body shaking violently.
 
   Seeing Sarah’s anguish was too much. I wanted to scream. Rising from my chair, I went to sit beside her. I pulled her into my arms and wrapped the blanket around us. She coughed, reminding me she was infected, but it didn’t really matter anymore.
 
   “I’m glad you’re here,” I whispered to her and knew it was true. At least I’m not utterly alone.
 
    
 
   ~~~~~
 
    
 
   After drifting in and out of sleep for what seemed like hours, Sarah and I were startled awake by the shrill ring of my cell phone. I jumped up and rushed to retrieve it from the floor even though my joints were stiff from being curled up on the couch. Please don’t hang up!
 
   Fumbling with the phone, I was finally able to answer it with shaky fingers. “Dad?” I cried in a trembling voice.
 
   “Zoe, I can’t talk long—”
 
   “Dammit Jason, where the hell’ve you been?!” I shrieked. “Have you heard from Dad? I can’t get ahold of him and—”
 
   “Listen to me, Zoe. You need to get to Colorado. I need you to head to Peterson Air Force Base near Colorado Springs; it’s safe there,” he said between uneven breaths.
 
   “How am I supposed to get to Colorado? I don’t have a car; the bus station’s closed—”
 
   “Zoe, focus! Find a way to get there and do it as soon as you can.” His words were rushed and clipped.
 
   Jason’s scared. 
 
   “Answer me, Zoe!” he snapped.
 
   “Yes, I’ll get there. I promise. I’ll find a way.” The garbled sound of movement on the other end told me I had only a second before Jason ended our conversation. “Wait! What about Dad and Dani?” It was silent. “Jason? Are you there?” 
 
   “Dani’s alive?” His voice was grave.
 
   “I don’t know. Cam’s dead, and she was really sick the last time I—”
 
   “Where is she?” he asked.
 
   “She’s at her apartment in Seattle, but—”
 
   “I’m headed there now. I’ll check on her and meet you at Peterson. Do you understand?”
 
   “Yeah. I’ll be there as soon as I can.” My mind was whirling with questions. “Don’t you need her addr—”
 
   “Text it to me. I’ll be in touch. Just pack what you need and go.”
 
   “Jason, I’m—”
 
   But there was a click and the line went dead. My brother was gone.
 
   Adrenaline pumped through my veins, bringing me out of my stupor.
 
   Still sitting, Sarah stared up at me curiously. “What’s going on? Who’s Jason?”
 
   “My brother,” I said distractedly. Pack and go, was all I could think. 
 
   I looked around in a frenzy, though it didn’t take long—there weren’t many places to look in the tiny, two-bedroom home. Think, Zoe. What do we need?
 
   “Zoe?” Sarah prompted.
 
   Running to my room, I tried to explain, “Um, he said there’s a safe place for us to go, but it’s in Colorado. We’ve gotta figure out a way to get there.”
 
   “But how?” Sarah was standing in my doorway, wide-eyed and expecting an explanation.
 
   “I don’t know. We could steal a car.” I dumped the contents of my already packed bag onto the bed.
 
   Sarah wrapped the blanket more tightly around her. “Do you know how to do that?”
 
   “I have no idea, but I’ll figure something out. Who knows, maybe we’ll find one with keys.”
 
   Socks, iPod, phone charger, underwear, towel…I searched through my room, hoping I wouldn’t forget anything important. In my haste, I didn’t think about the house or what I was leaving behind. All I could think about was getting to Jason in Colorado.
 
   Before Sarah could question me any further, someone started pounding on the front door. Startled, we looked at each other. I brought my index finger to my lips and cautioned Sarah to stay quiet before I tiptoed to the living room. Upon hearing a dog whining on the front porch, I moved slowly toward the peephole and peered out.
 
   “What the—”
 
    
 
    
 
   1 SENT TEXT MESSAGE:
 
    
 
   To: D
 
   Jason called. He’s coming for you. Hang on, D!
 
   December 11, 2:30 AM
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   Dani
 
    
 
    
 
   I can’t breathe, I thought frantically. I was being constricted, pressed into something warm and hard and sort of lumpy. And I wasn’t lying down anymore. And I thought I might die if I didn’t get a drink of water.
 
   “Go make yourselves busy,” a woman ordered. I didn’t recognize her voice. “Now!”
 
   The footsteps I heard sounded like a somber stampede. The front door opened, and after several long seconds, shut quietly.
 
   I still couldn’t breathe. At my pathetic whimper, the squeezing instantly relented. Suddenly, I was lying back down on the cushy couch, staring up into a man’s angular, tear-streaked face. With its chiseled features and eyes like brilliant blue topaz, he could have been an ancient, grief-stricken warrior.
 
   Jason.
 
   I’m dead, I admitted. Jason never cries. He probably doesn’t know how to cry.
 
   His eyes widened, showing more whites than usual, before he scooped me back up and crushed me against his camouflage parka. I sat limply in his arms as he held me like I was a little girl freshly awake from a nightmare.
 
   “Jason,” I grunted. “I…can’t…breathe.”
 
   “Sorry.” He loosened his hold just enough to keep me from suffocating and murmured, “I thought…Dani…You didn’t look alive…”
 
   With the newfound ability to breathe, I imagined sitting there forever. I was nestled safely in Jason’s arms and listening to him whisper softly while I remembered what it was like to be alive. I’m not dead.
 
   Briefly, I tried to recall how I’d come to be on the couch, feeling like a decrepit corpse. The memories seemed trapped, guarded by a fragile sheet of ice. I prodded the mental block gently and recoiled at the turmoil that immediately burst to life in my chest. Thankfully, the pain faded as I shoved the memories back under the thin barrier.
 
   After a few minutes, Jason regained his composure. He picked me up and carried me into the bathroom with my dog trailing close behind.
 
   “Thanks. I can take it from here,” a blonde woman told him briskly, and I was transferred to her deceptively strong arms. “I’m Chris.” She smiled, reassuring me like a mother to a sick child, as she set me carefully on the tile floor. “I’m going to help you wash up,” she explained, already peeling off my soiled pajamas. “You’ll feel like a new woman when I’m done with you.”
 
   The ruined clothes were promptly tossed into the wastebasket beside the toilet, and with equal efficiency, I was deposited into the steaming bathwater. Only after I was clean did I acknowledge the acrid stench coming from the wadded-up pajamas in the little garbage can. My pajamas. Oh…that’s disgusting…
 
   Embarrassment washed over me. Jason had held me in those foul clothes. Not only had he smelled everything my body had expelled during the two days I’d spent passed out on the couch, but he probably had it all over him.
 
   Sometimes, the smallest, least important thing could light the fuse leading to the mounds of emotional dynamite piled in my head. With mortification as the spark, waves of despair and horror exploded in my chest. Cam! He’s dead…
 
   Sitting in the bath, I began to cry. Chris let me work through it, holding my hand as I poured out gallons of grief. She seemed to be pulling the gut-wrenching feelings out of me, cleansing my heart and mind just as she was cleansing my body. It felt like I cried for an eternity.
 
   Eventually, sporting fresh pajamas and damp hair, I was again settled in the living room, but this time on an unfamiliar couch. 
 
   “This isn’t my couch,” I said to no one in particular. I watched Jack as he stared forlornly at the clean kitchen floor. Someone had swept up the mountain of kibble and locked it away.
 
   “Yes, well, yours was…unsuitable. We swapped it with one from an apartment down the hall. It’s not like they’ll be needing it anymore,” Chris explained, setting a glass of orange juice and a generous plate of breakfasty goodness on the coffee table in front of me.
 
   I stared at the food but didn’t touch it, even though my stomach grumbled in need. Cam usually made me breakfast. “What d’you mean? Why won’t they need it?”
 
   Chris halted her efforts to arrange a fuzzy blanket around my legs and looked at me with sharp, sky-blue eyes. Her expression melted into sympathy before she spoke. “Because they’re dead, hon. Most people are. I thought you knew.”
 
   “I…,” I tried to speak, but my throat caught after the first sound. I shook my head.
 
   Satisfied that I was covered and warm, Chris moved to the other side of the coffee table to sit in a large recliner—another item from the furniture shopping spree in my neighbor’s apartment.
 
   “It was that damn Virus…we all had it…weeks ago,” Chris said, gesturing around the room even though it was empty of anyone but us. “Several days back, everyone in the world seemed to be infected. Now pretty much everyone’s dead. The rest are like you and me—Survivors. But as far as we can tell, we’re in the extreme minority.”
 
   “I don’t understand,” I said, confusion creasing my brow. “This is impossible.”
 
   “Not impossible. Just improbable…and really, really awful.” She pointed to the plate of eggs and potatoes on the coffee table. “Eat up, hon. You’ve got to get your strength back before we leave.”
 
   Obediently, I moved the plate to my lap and asked, “Who’s ‘we,’ and where are ‘we’ going?” I took a tentative bite of scrambled eggs and wondered if it was the best thing I’d ever eaten. Suddenly terrified of being left behind, I added, “Am I part of ‘we’? And what about Cam?”
 
   Chris opened her mouth to answer just as Jason stepped out from Callie’s room and into the hallway leading to the living room. He gestured to the bedroom, “Why don’t you get some rest in there, Johnson? It’s been a long day.” It wasn’t a question.
 
   Chris hesitated, shooting an anxious glance in my direction.
 
   “Don’t worry about Dani,” he reassured her, “I’ll take care of her.” A slight smile accompanied the warmth in his voice.
 
   Chris stood and stalked across the living room, pausing when she reached the beautiful, imposing man. She was surprisingly menacing for such a motherly woman.
 
   I busied myself with eating but still paid close attention.
 
   “Don’t try any of your usual shit with her,” Chris hissed. “She’s been through hell. I know you’re incapable of resisting a pretty girl, especially a vulnerable one, but I swear…”
 
   “What? You think you can take me?” he asked frostily.
 
   She glared at him for a long moment before stomping to the bedroom and slamming the door.
 
   Quietly, I finished the food. I attacked the glass of orange juice next, alternating between sipping through the neon green straw and staring at the floating flecks of pulp. Jason took Chris’s seat, and I focused twice as hard on the juice.
 
   “Dani?” His voice was thick with concern.
 
   With the straw still between my lips, I responded, “Hmmm?” My heart froze when I glanced up, and the straw fell from my mouth.
 
   Every inch of Jason exuded wary remorse like he’d done something horrible and was afraid to tell me. Or was about to.
 
   “You’re not taking me with you, are you? You’re just gonna leave me here,” I accused with surprising steel.
 
   “What? Don’t be ridiculous. Of course I’m taking you with me.”
 
   I released a relieved breath. “Oh…well I just thought…I guess I don’t really know what I thought…” He’s taking me with him! I won’t be left alone! “Thanks, Jason.”
 
   “Yeah, of course,” he said. “But the thing is, you need to know…” He hesitated, searching my eyes across the three-foot distance between us. “You need to get some rest. You look exhausted.”
 
   I was confused, knowing he’d been about to say something entirely different. Regardless, I said, “I need to talk to Zoe.”
 
   “The phones went down a little bit ago.”
 
   “I’ll email her,” I countered.
 
   “After you’ve rested.” He sounded like he was used to being obeyed.
 
   “I’ll do it now.”
 
   “No. Later.”
 
   Impatiently, I set my empty glass on the table and tossed my arms up in exasperation. “Are you serious? Why are you being such a…”
 
   His eyes narrowed. “Such a…what?”
 
   “Nothing.” I hastily changed tactics. “Please, Jason. I’ll sleep so much better if I can just let her know that I’m alive.”
 
   “She knows you’re alive. I told her…before the phones crapped out.”
 
   Closing my eyes, I took a deep, calming breath. “I am exhausted. But…I’ll rest better if I tell her I’m okay. I can’t explain it…I just need to do this. It’ll only take a few minutes, I promise, and then I’ll behave like a nice, cooperative little patient.”
 
   “Fine,” he said and broke our magnetic stare. “You have ten minutes. Then you’re resting, even if I have to hold you down.”
 
   I smiled at him, reveling in my victory. I wasn’t going to let Jason order me around like one of his soldiers.
 
   “Thanks, Jason. And, um, thanks for coming here. I probably wouldn’t have made it if…you know.” Examining his appearance, I noted the clean fatigues and missing coat. Hesitantly, I added, “And I’m sorry about getting you all dirty earlier.” I looked away, embarrassment coloring everything above my shoulders.
 
   Jason reached across the table and placed his hand under my chin, turning my face toward him. He held my eyes and murmured, “It doesn’t matter.”
 
    
 
    
 
   Date: December 11, 9:30 PM
 
   From: Danielle O’Connor
 
   To: Zoe Cartwright
 
   Subject: To My Savior
 
    
 
   I’m alive. Cam isn’t. Jason’s here. You probably saved my life by sending him to me. I’m feeling better, but I need to rest for about a year. I’ll fill you in later. I can’t even express how much of a difference it makes to have your brother here. Thanks, Zo.
 
    
 
    
 
   Date: December 13, 6:00AM
 
   From: Danielle O’Connor
 
   To: Zoe Cartwright
 
   Subject: Your brother’s really bossy
 
    
 
   Zo,
 
    
 
   I’m still alive. Sorry it’s taken me a few days to write. I slept for the past day and a half, literally. I just woke up an hour ago and had to barter with Jason over access to my computer. My computer! 
 
    
 
   Anyway, your brother brought 12 other people with him from his base, but I’ve only met Chris so far. I guess the base was on lockdown when they left, so they had to grab some vehicles and go. They managed to take two Humvees.
 
    
 
   Jason said we’re leaving tomorrow morning. We’ll be heading down the coast to Bodega Bay to check on your dad and Grams (and some other people). But, because we’ll be stopping along the way to check on those other people, it’ll take us a little while to get to BB. I’m not sure what the trip will be like. Is there gas? Do we use money? How many people are dead? How many are alive? Is it dangerous? I haven’t had a chance to ask Jason or Chris any of this; either I’ve been asleep or they’ve been busy.
 
    
 
   After BB, we’re heading toward that base in Colorado. There are a few more stops we have to make along the way, so I don’t know how long it’ll take to get there either. But, I know I will see you there, Zo. I’ll send you a message with more details before we leave, assuming the internet still works. Our phones are useless, both landlines and cells, so don’t even bother trying to reach us that way. We can’t even Skype…the servers must be down or something.
 
    
 
   So, I’m not doing so hot with the Cam thing. The dreams…crap, Zo. Every time I fall asleep, Cam is there. And he’s always some grotesque version of dead. I’m getting to the point where I don’t even want to close my eyes. I miss you like crazy and wish I could sob in your arms every time I wake from the nightmares. Soon.
 
    
 
   Be safe,
 
   Dani
 
   
  
 




 
   6
 
   Zoe
 
    
 
    
 
   We spoke in hushed tones as we packed food for our trip. Sarah was asleep in the adjacent room, and we didn’t want to wake her. Dave’s arrival had brought a sense of relief to the house. I hadn’t seen him for nearly six months—since our break up—but his presence was unexpectedly reassuring. 
 
   From my conversation with Jason a couple days earlier, I knew we needed to head west if I ever wanted to see my brother or Dani again. Knowing they were still alive was enough to re-establish the hope I’d felt so despondent without. Dave was with me, and we had a plan. Everything seemed to be working out—except Sarah was still sick, and I tried not to think about what would happen if she got any worse.
 
   Searching through the cupboards, I thought about the strangeness of it all. It’s like I can feel her pain and fear all of a sudden.
 
   “Zoe?” I started and looked at Dave. My eyes refocused as I took in Dave’s concerned expression; it was easy enough to read with his loose curls hiding beneath his backward cap. His hand brushed my shoulder gently, and I instantly felt a rush of unease.
 
   “Did you hear me?” he asked.
 
   My mind was a muddled mix of emotions—I didn’t understand what I was suddenly feeling or why. Dave’s eyes were tired and shadowed, and I felt overwhelmed under his touch. 
 
   He smiled and brushed a strand of hair from my face. “I asked if you wanted me to pack the stash of chocolate I found in the pantry. I’m assuming so, unless you’re no longer a chocolate fiend and I didn’t get the memo.” He flashed a cocky, lopsided grin.
 
   “Oh,” I breathed raggedly, “yeah, of course. Thanks.” The moment he removed his hand from my skin, I felt lighter.
 
   Bewildered, I exhaled and continued packing. I focused on the good news—Dani was alive and with Jason, and Dave was driving Sarah and me to the base in Colorado. I’d see my best friend and brother in a few days…and hopefully my dad, too.
 
   “Zoe?” I jumped when Dave’s hand touched the small of my back. Why is he touching me so much? I wanted to scream. His fingers lingered on the thin cotton of my t-shirt, and a sudden sense of apprehension nagged the back of my mind. Uncertainty washed over me, though I had no idea where it had come from.
 
   “Did you hear anything I said?”
 
   I stared at him, unsure of the feelings fluttering around inside me.
 
   “Zoe?” Dave’s brow was furrowed; his confident air dissipating.
 
   “S-sorry,” I stammered, glancing down at my shaking hands. Am I getting sick again?
 
   Dave squeezed my shoulder tightly. “What’s wrong?” Fear and anxiety pulsed through me, dizzying and disorienting.
 
   Sammy, Dave’s chocolate Lab, licked my hand, the contact shaking me from my confusion. I petted him absentmindedly as I tried to wade through the intense feelings. 
 
   No. I refuse to be sick. “I’m just tired. What were you saying?”
 
   “Are you sure you’re feeling okay?”
 
   “I’m fine. Like I said, just tired.” Annoyed at his persistence, I stepped away and eyed him warily. “How about you? Are you feeling okay?”
 
   He rubbed his face and sighed in exhaustion. “Yeah, I’m feeling better. I was pretty sick there for a while.”
 
   I watched his lethargic movements as he pulled cans of chili from the cupboard. “You should get some rest, Dave. I can finish packing up.”
 
   He looked over at me and smirked. “Are you sure?”
 
   “Only if you don’t snore,” I amended playfully. 
 
   Dave wandered over to the couch, and I wondered if I’d ever seen him without Sammy, who was prancing after him. He heaved his body down and took a deep breath. “This feels so good,” he sighed.
 
   Laughing, I took the blanket from the back of the couch and spread it over him. Although his forwardness often rubbed me the wrong way, I had missed his quirky charm. My hand grazed his arm, and I felt an unexpected wave of desire swell inside me. I froze.
 
   Dave caught my hand and peered up through his dark, blinking lashes. “Want to join me? I’ll make room…” His husky voice and coaxing gaze warned me of his intentions.
 
   Smiling, I pulled my hand out of his grasp and finished tucking the blanket around him.
 
   “Maybe in a bit.” Definitely not a good idea.
 
    
 
    
 
   Date: December 13, 11:25 AM
 
   From: Zoe Cartwright
 
   To: Danielle O’Connor
 
   Subject: Headed for Colorado
 
    
 
   Hey D,
 
    
 
   I’m so glad you’re alive and that Jason’s with you. Thank God you’re okay. 
 
    
 
   Dave’s here—he showed up a few days ago with his dog, Sammy. I feel better having him here because things are starting to get crazy around Salem…like really scary. We’ve heard two gunshots in the last 24 hours, and last night we watched a group of looters running through the street and lighting things on fire. Obviously there are survivors, but most of them are just crazy. Other than Dave’s Louisville Slugger and my Maglite, we have no weapons, so I’m ready to get the hell out of here. I’m wishing Jason would’ve taught me a thing or two so I’d have some idea how to defend myself, but when all else fails, go for the groin, right? Let’s hope no one gets close enough to have to worry about that. 
 
    
 
   Dave heard a radio broadcast about a colony in Colorado. They have food and supplies and are encouraging survivors to head that way. I wonder if it’s the same place we’re going? Anyway, Peterson is a few days’ worth of driving away, so we’ll have to stop once or twice to rest along the way, but we’ll be there as soon as we can.
 
    
 
   Will you make sure Jason keeps me posted on Dad when you get home? I want to know what you find, no matter how bad it is. Miss you!
 
    
 
   Hasta la vista,
 
   Zoe
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   Dani
 
    
 
    
 
   I gripped the doorknob and, not knowing what to expect inside the bedroom, felt my palm slicken with sweat. Questions circled in my mind like crazed vultures. Will it smell like Cam? Will it smell like death? Will it smell like rotting meat? Has he been decomposing over the past five days, melting into our bed? What will he look like?
 
   Turning my wrist, I let the door creak open. I instantly focused on the bed—the empty bed. I stood in the doorway for a few minutes, staring dumbly as my mind reconciled the placid, blank scene with the horrors I’d imagined. Where is he?
 
   “Get it together, Dani,” I mumbled. I was in the damn room for two reasons: to pack and to say goodbye. Cam might not have been there to do the latter, but I could still gather some things together.
 
   I forced myself into motion, gliding around the room to collect certain indispensable belongings: clothes, cell phone, journal, small photo album. I tossed the priceless items on the exposed mattress, and when I added Zoe’s recent birthday present—a beautifully sketched depiction of a man in a chef’s coat kissing the hand of a seated, curly-haired woman—I nearly collapsed into tears. She had perfectly captured the first time Cam and I had met. The only thing preventing a torrential emotional flood was the violent anger simmering in my blood. Where the hell is Cam?
 
   Obviously Jason had moved Cam’s body, and he’d done it without telling me…without letting me say goodbye. Fury boiled within me as I snatched a duffel bag out of the closet. Dammit, Jason! I shoved everything into the bag, clothes and mementos alike, and hastily zipped it shut. You had no right!
 
   With a grunt, I dragged the deformed bag into the hallway, slamming the bedroom door behind me. Seething, I stalked around the rest of the two-bedroom apartment in search of Jason. There weren’t many places to look. I’d barely seen him since the day he arrived, so I wasn’t surprised to find him absent.
 
   Jack whined and scratched at the front door, capturing my attention. Where’s Jason? Next door?
 
   In a flash, I passed through the doorway, sprinted down the hall, and burst into the nearest neighboring apartment. Four men, each decked in tan and gray-green camouflage fatigues, rose from their seats at an oblong table and pointed guns in my direction.
 
   I barely noticed and hardly cared. “Jason,” I hissed. “Where’s Jason?” Jack augmented the question with a menacing growl.
 
   All but one gun was lowered; the remaining aimed at Jack by a youthful, brown-haired man. “Should’ve killed the mangy fuck when he went after Cece,” he proclaimed, clicking the safety back in place.
 
   The only one of the men I’d previously met, Ky, nodded toward the bedrooms down the hallway, and one of the others bellowed, “JASON!”
 
   Seconds later, the farthest bedroom door banged open, expelling an irritated, shirtless Jason. He pulled a gray t-shirt over his head, and sounding completely annoyed, said, “I thought I told you dumbshits to leave us…ah…alone.” His voice softened when he noticed me. “Dani? What’s wrong?”
 
   Behind him, a small, voluptuous woman emerged from the same doorway. A smirk danced across her exotic face as she sauntered toward me, her dark, disheveled hair swaying with each step.
 
   “You must be Dani. I’m Cecilia, but everyone calls me Cece.” Her warm tone competed with the icy chill in her eyes. “Jason and I were just—”
 
   “A pleasure,” I interrupted and brushed past her. Had I been a cat, my tail would’ve been lashing.
 
   As I neared Jason, he stiffly stood in place, his expression blank.
 
   Stopping within arm’s reach, I asked—my words thick with venom—“Where’s Cam?”
 
   Jason answered without hesitation. “We moved his body out. While you were getting cleaned up.” He watched me cautiously, like I was an injured animal. But I wasn’t hurt; I was pissed.
 
   My mind snapped back to our conversation three days earlier, to my confusion at his abrupt change of subject. This is what he was going to tell me—that he’d disposed of Cam’s body without my permission…
 
   “You should’ve asked. You should’ve told me,” I said through gritted teeth and swung my arm without thinking.
 
   Jason’s eyes closed as my hand smacked against his clenched jaw. When they reopened, his eyes glowed with fierce determination. “You shouldn’t have to remember him like that. If we’d left him in there for three more days…”
 
   He’s right, dammit! I thought, recalling the horrifying images I’d imagined. But I was still furious. He should’ve asked! I tried to ignore the small, bitter part of me that knew my rage should’ve been directed inward. I should have been with Cam when he died. He asked me to stay with him.
 
   The world around us seemed to fade out of existence as Jason and I stared at each other. His aquamarine eyes pulled me in, their fierce intensity refusing to release me. That he had the audacity to stand before me with those stunning eyes—set in that achingly handsome face—only fueled my anger. My pulse sped, breath coming faster, and I knew we were building to something unforgivable.
 
   I breathed in and opened my mouth. “You—”
 
   “Dani?” Chris asked, penetrating the haze of my fury. Her arm wrapped protectively around my narrow shoulders. “Let’s get you some breakfast before we leave, hmm?” She turned me away from Jason, breaking our eye contact along with the building tension, and guided me back toward the front door.
 
   With each step, my anger dissipated and reason returned. As Chris walked me through the apartment’s entrance, I looked back at Jason, my chin trembling and eyes pleading for forgiveness.
 
   He closed his eyes and bowed his head.
 
   The door swung shut.
 
    
 
    
 
   Date: December 14, 8:30 AM
 
   From: Danielle O’Connor
 
   To: Zoe Cartwright
 
   Subject: The Plan
 
    
 
   Zo,
 
    
 
   I’m just about to leave my apartment, possibly forever. I wonder if leaving this place will help heal the gaping wound in my heart. Or will I forget bits and pieces of Cam, little by little, until I only have the barest memory? I just hope something changes. This feeling is unbearable.
 
    
 
   We’re not actually setting out on our grand (note the sarcasm) journey into the changed (shitty) world yet. We still have to gather a ton of supplies. The group has cleaned out a bunch of the packaged and canned foods from the apartments in my building, but there are other things we’ll need. 
 
    
 
   There’s another big problem—all of the gas stations are out of fuel. One team spent the entire day yesterday in a “borrowed” car checking gas stations all over Seattle. They were all dry. It’s like people hung on long enough to use up all the fuel before they keeled over. Dicks. We have some fuel cans which we’re filling with gas siphoned from nearby cars, but we can only carry so much. Is the fuel situation the same over there?
 
    
 
   In a moment of sheer genius I convinced Jason it would be worth it to stock up on camping supplies. I mean, if we get stranded in the middle of nowhere, that stuff will be super useful. So, we’re spending the morning at that huge REI in downtown Seattle—the one you dragged me to last summer. That’s where we’re going when we leave in...crap...five minutes.
 
    
 
   I’m so freaking glad that Dave is with you and that you’re leaving Salem; I don’t like the sound of all the crazy people in your neighborhood. Maybe you guys should get some guns or something? Maybe not...might be more dangerous with them? Dunno...your call.
 
    
 
   Please, please, please update me as often as you can. I’ll do the same. Okay, I have to go...your brother is staring at me. Oh, and he says…hey.
 
    
 
   Ciao,
 
   Dani
 
    
 
    
 
   Unsurprisingly, REI’s doors had been locked. Surprisingly, none of the glass panes had been broken. I figured Survivors were either moaning in their beds or still in the “let’s steal from grocery stores and shopping malls” stage of the Apocalypse. Recreational equipment must not have registered as a high priority. People are idiots, I thought caustically, but then I smiled. One woman’s forsaken water filter is another’s salvation!
 
   “Everyone needs to pair up,” Jason directed from the slightly raised platform in the entryway. When nobody moved he barked, “Now!”
 
   Chris sidled up to me, and I watched Cece prowl across the polished cement. Her eyes were locked on Jason. He didn’t notice her approach, focused as he was on making sure everyone found a partner. When I felt his attention linger on me, I ignored him, instead studying the small, tanned beauty.
 
   Reaching Jason, Cece beckoned, and he leaned down to let her whisper in his ear. His lips parted at her words, and his eyes narrowed with what looked like anticipation. I figured she must have suggested something particularly scandalous.
 
   When his eyes slid to mine, catching me staring, I hastily scanned the rest of the store, pretending to assess its offerings. From the heat in my cheeks, I knew I had blushed bright red.
 
   After confirming that everyone had paired off, Jason continued, “Alright, here’s the plan. Each of you needs to collect everything you’d need if you were on your own. Except for Dani, you’ve all had survival training—if you don’t know what you need, you’re a fucking idiot. Reconvene here in one hour, and do not leave your partner alone.” As an afterthought he added, “Keep your weapons ready. We don’t know who else might be here.”
 
   As he finished, my mind replayed his whispered exchange with the skank. What did she say to him? Let’s do it in a fitting room? Or the bathroom? Or maybe behind the checkout counter? Jason obviously hasn’t changed, I thought bitterly. 
 
   The disgusting possibilities swirled through my head as Chris and I found large hiking packs, sleeping bags, and tents. The thoughts receded as we filled our new packs with miniscule stoves and gas cans, water filters, matches, lighters, handheld GPS equipment, knives, and whatever else Chris deemed necessary for survival. When we couldn’t squeeze anything else into the bags’ bulging pockets, we dropped them off in the entryway. 
 
   Grabbing a couple of large, waterproof sacks, we headed to the clothing and shoe section. Now this is more like it!
 
   We’d stuffed both huge bags to the brim and were heading back to the entrance when a nearby rack of key chains fell over.
 
   Laughing, Chris teased, “Wow…walk much?” We watched, waiting for one of our companions to pop up looking amused or embarrassed. But nothing happened.
 
   Chris drew her handgun from her thigh holster and slipped me a black-bladed combat knife.
 
   I raised my eyebrows in a silent question. What the hell am I supposed to do with this?
 
   Ignoring my expression, Chris held her index finger up to her lips and motioned for me to follow. A rustle and jingle led us to the man tangled in the fallen merchandise. He was small and stinky, wearing a forest-green t-shirt with the store’s logo.
 
   “Don’t hurt me. I’m not here. Don’t hurt me. I’m not here,” he repeated over and over. I half expected him to start scuttling around, hissing about his Precious.
 
   “Are you okay?” I asked, slipping in front of Chris to crouch down near the terrified man. I was careful to keep the wicked-looking knife hidden behind my back, worried it would scare him further. He was so pathetic, yanking every compassionate string in my body.
 
   He stopped talking.
 
   Encouraged, I reassured him, “We won’t hurt you.” But when I reached out to help untangle his ankle, he flinched.
 
   He scooted himself and the clanking rack back, and resumed his earlier mantra. “Don’t hurt me. I’m not here. Don’t hurt me. I’m not here…”
 
   Chris hoisted me up by my arm and pulled me away from the clearly unstable man. “We can’t do anything for him,” she told me gently.
 
   “But—”
 
   “No, hon, I’m sorry. Something’s broken in him that can’t be fixed.”
 
   Ashamed at how quickly I agreed, I followed her back to the store’s entrance, dragging my sack of clothes and shoes behind me.
 
    
 
    
 
   Date: December 14, 9:00 PM
 
   From: Danielle O’Connor
 
   To: Zoe Cartwright
 
   Subject: Longview, WA
 
    
 
   Zo,
 
    
 
   So, I can’t remember if I told you this already, but we’re stopping several places along the way to BB. I don’t know why we can’t just drop people off and continue on home. This is ridiculous. I need to get down there to check on Grams and your dad. Oh, don’t worry; I’ve argued plenty with Jason about this. I didn’t win.
 
    
 
   For everyone in the group, we’re devoting one full day to searching their chosen stop for survivors. Jason told me this was non-negotiable. He can be such an ass.
 
    
 
   Anyway, we’re currently in Longview, WA, which is only a few hours south of Seattle. We’ve traveled really far, huh? Yeah, I totally just rolled my eyes. We’re here for Joey, BTW. He’s one of those people who would make a perfect thief or assassin because he is just so unremarkable. Anyway, he’s hoping to find I-don’t-know-who here. We’re spending all of tomorrow searching.
 
    
 
   Our chosen Longview “home” is a gigantic riverfront house that looks more suited to a stormy ocean bluff in New England than a West Coast river. Internet and power are a few of its prized offerings. Also, the house is large enough that only a few people (there are 14 of us) have to share rooms, like me and Chris. The master bedroom, however, remains unoccupied. A couple of the guys found the house’s previous occupants in their king-sized bed, bloated and oozing. I guess it was pretty gross (like spontaneous vomit gross). If I hadn’t been sleeping in a building full of dead people for the past week, I’d be bothered by the idea of sharing a roof with the deceased Mr. and Mrs. Whoever. But I’m not. I’m just tired.
 
    
 
   Surprisingly, we haven’t seen that many living people. I guess Chris was right when she told me pretty much everyone was dead. But, I suppose the other survivors could be hiding. You know what’s weird? I think I’ve been so lost in my grief over Cam that I haven’t really paid attention to the fact that the world pretty much ended. It’s like an unending nightmare. I keep waiting to wake up.
 
    
 
   Alright, Zo, I promised Chris she could use my comp before bed. Let me know where you are as soon as you can. I worry about you all the time. So does Jason, even if he won’t say it out loud.
 
    
 
   Ciao,
 
   Dani
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   Zoe
 
    
 
    
 
   The air hummed with apprehension. From inside the truck, Sarah and I watched Dave’s third attempt to refuel. I crossed my fingers. Please work.
 
   Nothing seemed to be happening.
 
   The seconds felt like minutes until, finally, Dave knocked on the driver’s side window and gave us a thumbs up. Relieved, I smiled.
 
   Opening the door, I felt the brisk air sting my face. I pulled my hood up over my ears and zipped my jacket as far as it would go. Looking around apprehensively, I made my way toward the convenience store in hopes of finding a bathroom. The vacant world around me was eerily silent. All I could hear was the creaking of a giant wooden billboard being assaulted by the wind. 
 
   How long has it been since anyone was here? Through the dark windows I saw a bathroom sign that looked promising, but I couldn’t bring myself to enter. I wonder if it’s safe…
 
   As I stood outside of the store, I noticed a newspaper box still filled with papers. I leaned closer. The headline read, BILLIONS DEAD, and the paper was dated December 9, right before everything had started to shut down.
 
   I inserted a quarter and snatched out a paper. Scanning its contents, my mouth grew dry and my body stiffened.
 
    
 
   …the H1N1/12 pandemic…  
 
   …looting and riotous outbreaks everywhere…
 
   …end of civilization as we know it…
 
   …survivors losing their minds…
 
   …governments can’t control…
 
   …the Apocalypse…
 
    
 
   The newspaper slipped from between my fingers. Frozen in place, I was suffocated by the reality of our situation.
 
   This isn’t going away.
 
   The fucking world ended.
 
   Thinking of the strange feelings I’d been experiencing, I once again questioned my own sanity. My thoughts were too loud to silence. My heart thudded, and I couldn’t swallow the lump in my throat. Looking out into the abandoned world around me, I realized how alone we really were.
 
   I bent down to reclaim the paper and turned on my heel to head back toward the truck, completely awestruck as the words I’d read replayed in my mind. Each was a reminder that the only world I’d ever known had ended. 
 
   Dave and Sarah watched me closely as I quietly climbed back into the truck. “You okay?” Sarah asked.
 
   Without saying a word, I reached back and let the newspaper fall from my grasp and into her lap. The paper crinkled in her hands as she picked it up, and she gasped. As she read the article aloud to Dave, I stared out the window and tried to tune her out. Snow was falling again.
 
   “We better get back on the road,” I interrupted. 
 
   Dave eyed me and cleared his throat before starting the truck. The engine rumbled in the winter wasteland, and an uneasiness settled in my stomach as the gas station’s orange and blue 76 sign disappeared in the side mirror. How long before we find another working gas station? I closed my eyes, willing the troublesome thought away.
 
   I settled myself in the front seat and glanced at Sammy and Sarah who were curled up in the back. I was comforted by the thought that I wasn’t the only person left in the crazy world. 
 
   Unexpectedly, Dave’s soft hand settled over mine, encasing it in a protective shell. “Are you sure you’re okay?”
 
   A rush of affection filled my senses, and my skin grew warm. I managed a smile and focused my eyes on the snow-covered buildings that zipped by the window, trying to ignore the unwelcome sensations. “I’m just glad I’m not alone,” I said. “Why do you ask?”
 
   “You always bite the inside of your cheek when you’re worried.” He flashed me a conceited smile. “You forget how well I know you.”
 
   My relationship with Dave was complicated. I was glad he was there; I’d missed being around him since our breakup. His smile calmed my nerves, and when we talked it was with an ease I’d never felt with any other man. Dave was comfortable. But the way he’d been looking at me was problematic; he seemed to forget that we were better as friends than lovers.
 
   Dave’s fingers tightened around mine, and a jumble of images—people and places—flashed through my mind. Before I could discern exactly what I was seeing, Dave slammed on the brakes, and the truck skidded to a halt.
 
   Pulse hammering, I frantically glanced around, following his line of sight. Something ghosted toward us, unhurried, through the lace curtain of snow beyond the window.
 
   “It’s a person!” Sarah’s hand flew to her mouth.
 
   I could barely make out the hunched-over form. With each step the outline grew closer. “It’s a woman,” I whispered.
 
   The lady was gesturing emphatically and seemed to be mumbling to herself. Her hair was ratty and greasy, and she looked like she hadn’t bathed in weeks.
 
   “What the hell?” Dave muttered. He hesitated before moving to take off his seatbelt.
 
   “Are you crazy?” I snapped, whipping my head in his direction. I reached out to him, clutching the sleeve of his green down jacket.
 
   We looked back to the woman. “She’s unwell,” I observed. “We can’t risk it.”
 
   I immediately sensed relief flooding the truck’s cab. The sound of the automatic door locks latching echoed in our sudden silence.
 
   “We can’t just leave her out there,” Sarah said, a shrill panic ringing in her voice.
 
   “We don’t have a choice,” I retorted, my tone too harsh. I looked back at Sarah, whose wide, brown eyes hid behind her hanging curls. “Do you want to jeopardize our lives for hers? She’s obviously crazy. What if she tried to hurt us?” I asked, surprised at how well I had mimicked my brother’s impatient tone. Sarah still looked desperate to help the woman.
 
   I softened my voice, trying to ease her worry. “Look at her, Sarah.” We peered back out at the woman as she shuffled through the mounds of snow heaped along the side of the road. Her body was frail, and her face was gaunt. She wore no jacket or shoes, seemingly unfazed by the freezing weather.
 
   “It’s so sad,” Sarah said, resolved to the woman’s fate.
 
   We remained quiet as the stranger disappeared from view. In only a moment, fresh snow blanketed the ground, covering any trace of her ever having been there.
 
    
 
    
 
   Date: December 14, 11:25 PM
 
   From: Zoe Cartwright
 
   To: Danielle O’Connor
 
   Subject: Attention K-Mart Shoppers
 
    
 
   Hey D,
 
    
 
   It’s strange trying to describe to you what’s going on right now. If you would’ve told me yesterday I’d be sleeping in a giant K-Mart, I would’ve laughed and said something like “why couldn’t it be a Target?” But, alas...here we are.
 
    
 
   We perused the store for a bit before calling it a night. We stocked up on things we needed—art supplies and warm clothes for me in particular. Drawing is the only thing that’s sort of keeping me sane. Also, we took two solar generators from the Home Depot next door…those should come in handy if the power starts failing, and I grabbed a shitload of batteries and candles too. You never know, right? We got tons of other supplies, but I won’t bore you with the details. 
 
    
 
   It hasn’t been all fun and shopping today though. We had some issues finding fuel, resulting in our behind scheduleness (yes, I made up a word). We hope to make it to Dave’s family’s place in Ohio by tomorrow night, but the gas situation worries me. 
 
    
 
   On top of that, I’ve been feeling strange around Dave lately. I’m not sure why or what to do about it either. It’s like sometimes I can feel random, unwanted emotions when I’m around him. It’s making me feel schizophrenic, but I’m sure it’s nothing. I’m probably just tired, right?
 
    
 
   Speaking of tired, I should get some rest. I want to make sure we leave first thing in the morning. Night night, D.
 
    
 
   Hasta la vista,
 
   Zoe
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   Dani
 
    
 
    
 
   Date: December 15, 8:00 AM
 
   From: Danielle O’Connor
 
   To: Zoe Cartwright
 
   Subject: Argh…
 
    
 
   Zo,
 
    
 
   Wow. So I was one of the few people to think of bringing a laptop. Unbelievable. We’ve developed a rotation…just to be fair, you know? Whatever. It just means I have to make this short…
 
    
 
   I’m perma-partners with Jason on days we’re searching for surviving family and friends. That’s a new development as of this morning. It’ll be interesting. Oh...and that was a great idea about the solar generators. I’m going to tell Jason we need to snag some too.
 
    
 
   That’s pretty weird about the feelings you’re having. Maybe you’re just realizing that you looove Dave, and it’s unexpected. What do you think? I’m sure you’re not schizo…but I’ll love you even if you are!
 
    
 
   D
 
    
 
    
 
   Please, please, PLEASE let Zo make it to Colorado safely. And PLEASE don’t let her be crazy! I squeezed my eyes shut as I begged every possible universal power to watch over my best friend. I can’t do this without her. I was on the verge of tears.
 
   “Ready to go?” Jason asked from the doorway.
 
   Startled, I leapt from my perch on the edge of the bed only to slip on the hardwood floor and nearly fall on my butt. I glared at the intruder who leaned casually against the doorframe. “Crap, Jason!” I snapped, turning to shove my feet into fur-lined winter boots. “Can’t you make a noise or something?”
 
   Hustling around the room to gather my coat and gloves, I wondered how long he’d been watching me. Did he see my chin tremble?
 
   “Ready,” I said and heard Jack jump down from the bed and trot to my side.
 
   After a moment of hesitation, Jason nodded and straightened from his relaxed pose. He led the way out of the house and paused in the expansive driveway, letting the gentle drizzle of rain dampen us. Gesturing to a silver sedan, he said, “Hop in.”
 
   “I thought we were walking…but I guess this makes more sense. Is it theirs?” I asked with a nod toward the house.
 
   A sarcastic laugh escaped from his throat. “Does it matter?”
 
   Does anything? I wondered and shrugged.
 
   On the short drive to downtown Longview, I took the opportunity to examine Jason from the passenger seat. He was different, harder and more closed off than the man I remembered. I’d been surprised when he announced that I would be his partner on search days, especially because I had the distinct impression that he was avoiding me.
 
   “You know,” I said lightly, trying to break the ice, “since you found me, this is the first time I’ve seen you out of your clothes.” Realizing what I’d just said, I blushed and stammered, “I mean, your Army clothes…obviously you’re not naked…I mean…” I groaned inwardly, reminding myself that I was no longer the teenage girl with a heartbreaking crush on her best friend’s older brother. That version of me was long gone.
 
   Jason’s throaty chuckle was like lighter fluid on my burning cheeks. With a minimal half-smile and a barely-there dimple, he said, “It’s a little cold for that. And wet.” He parked the car in front of a long series of storefronts and stared ahead. “But then again, there’s really only one good reason to strip down in a car, and that would more than make up for the cold. Don’t you think, Red?” After assigning me a new nickname, he exited the car.
 
   Stunned, I gaped at the now empty driver’s seat. Very vivid, very inappropriate images flashed through my mind. I was sure my whole body was blushing.
 
   Suddenly, my mind screamed, What about Cam?
 
   It took me a few moments to calm myself. When I finally exited the car, I tried my best to dismiss the meaningless flirtation. Jason flirted like other men breathed, easily and without thought. It meant nothing.
 
   We spent the next seven hours searching the old brick apartment buildings and stores in the once-adorable downtown area for signs of life. We found few living people—all too insane or afraid to communicate. That, combined with the plethora of dead bodies, made for an unsettling day. With the clinging scent of rotting flesh following me, I wondered if I’d ever be able to enjoy meat again.
 
   “Can we check that place for dog stuff?” I asked, pointing to a little pet shop in an antiquated two-story building across the street.
 
   Jason shrugged. His ever-watchful gaze looked everywhere at once as we crossed the empty street side-by-side.
 
   Once in the store, I followed our recently established routine and kept watch near the shattered glass doorway while Jason searched the building for potential dangers. He had just stepped through the only other doorway in the shop—a squeaky swinging door that led to the store’s back area—when four men rounded the block outside. They weren’t as dirty as the few other living people we’d seen, but they looked a hell of a lot meaner.
 
   I ducked into the shadows and whispered desperately toward the back door, “Jason.”
 
   Nothing.
 
   I tried again, a little louder, “Jason!”
 
   Still nothing.
 
   The scruffy survivors stalked in a direct path toward my hideout, and I stifled a curse. “C’mon Jack,” I said softly, but my dog was nowhere in sight. 
 
   Just as I turned to rush toward the back of the store in search of Jason, Jack backed through the swinging door—he was dragging a very annoyed Jason.
 
   “What the hell, Dani? Can’t you keep him under control?”
 
   Jack’s chest rumbled, his mouth still full of Jason’s sleeve.
 
   I stepped toward them and tried to explain, “Jason, there’s—”
 
   “Well, well, well…what do we have here?” a gravelly voice interrupted from behind me. A chorus of deep, taunting laughs enhanced its menacing effect.
 
   I froze mid-step, terrified. Based on the sound of the man’s voice, I estimated I was halfway between the strangers and Jason. I stared into Jason’s furious eyes, feeling like a horde of monsters would seize me from behind if I even dared to breathe.
 
   “Come here, Dani.” Jason’s voice was calm and soothing—completely incompatible with his aimed pistol and threatening stance. At first, I thought his weapon was pointed at me, but I quickly realized it was fixed on the man behind me.
 
   Did I just hear a footstep? Is he moving closer?
 
   “Come on, Dani. Just come here.” Strain marbled Jason’s calm tone, nearly fracturing it.
 
   They must be closer. Crap! But fear seemed to have cemented my feet to the speckled linoleum floor.
 
   Jack padded to me and, snarling ferociously at the intruders, leaned against the back of my frozen legs; I had to either step or fall. After the first stride, there was no stopping me until I was safely stowed behind both Jason and Jack.
 
   “There’s no need for that, son. We just want to have a little fun with the girl.” Irritation clouded the menace in the stranger’s voice, making him sound, of all things, a little whiny. His cronies shuffled and puffed up, looking like they were spoiling for a brawl.
 
   Reaching around Jason into his unzipped coat, I pulled a handgun from his shoulder holster. I couldn’t help but notice the extreme tension in his body; each muscle was coiled like a viper preparing to strike. He was ready to take them all on…but there were four of them and only one Jason.
 
   I stepped up beside Jason and raised the gun, though we both knew it would prove useless if the confrontation actually erupted into physical violence. I didn’t even know how to turn the safety off. Hell, I didn’t know where to find the safety.
 
   But our aggressors didn’t know that.
 
   Ominously, Jason warned, “Get the hell out of here. If I see you again, you’re dead.” As a chilly afterthought he added, “If you’d touched her, you’d already be dead. Leave. Now.”
 
   They did.
 
   I didn’t lower the gun until the men were long gone. I just…couldn’t. Jason had to pry it from my shaking hands.
 
   I was still standing in the same spot, my arms hanging stiffly, when he spoke. “That was smart thinking, Red. I don’t think they’d have walked away like that if you hadn’t pulled the hot little badass card.”
 
   Did he just call me hot? It worked as well as a slap, pulling me out of my frozen mind.
 
   Hints of concern tightened Jason’s eyes as he hunched down to my eye level. “You okay?”
 
   Listening to Jack sniff the nearby items in the store, I nodded and whispered, “No.”
 
   Jason laughed. “Good answer. So how about that dog stuff? Find what you need. I’ll keep watch.”
 
   I nodded again and wandered off in the direction of Jack’s sniffing and tail-thumping. I found him with his head stuck in a bucket half-full of two-foot-long, stretched and dried bull penises. That’s my dog, I thought.
 
    
 
    
 
   Date: December 15, 7:20 PM
 
   From: Danielle O’Connor
 
   To: Zoe Cartwright
 
   Subject: An interesting day…
 
    
 
   Zo,
 
    
 
   Today wasn’t quite what I thought it would be. We found lots of dead people in their homes, mostly in beds and bathrooms. They were also in some of the shops and in a bunch of the abandoned cars. And they definitely didn’t all die from the flu. I saw some that were obvious suicides. Holy crap, can I just say that dead people are GROSS. It sounds stupid and, I don’t know, flippant…but they are! It’s hard to think that they were alive like us a few weeks ago. It’s frightening to think about what the world might be like in another week. Or a month. Or a year.
 
    
 
   And the living, they’re almost worse than the dead. Every person we found was crazy or violent. Or both. Jason and I started calling them “Crazies”. Seemed fitting. 
 
    
 
   So, I need to vent about something. You know how I’m search partners with Jason? Well, there’s this one Air Force chick (everyone else is Army Special Forces, aka…badass), who was super pissed when Jason announced the search partners. Something’s going on between them. It’s not surprising—she (Cece) looks like a perfect, curvy little Inca princess. Well, she would if she didn’t have “I’m a perma-bitch” stamped on her face all the time. Whatever. The point is, I’m now on her shit list. Awesome.
 
    
 
   Want to hear something scary? Jason has decided I need to learn how to use a gun. This has DISASTER written all over it. He’s waiting for me right now. I’ll let you know how it goes when I write to you tomorrow.
 
    
 
   Ciao,
 
   Dani
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   Zoe
 
    
 
    
 
   The graveyard of motionless, snow-capped cars made driving along the highway eerie. Where were they going? Home? The hospital? Did they know they were dying? The air was heavy with silence. We all knew many of the vehicles scattered along the road weren’t abandoned—they were tombs for their unfortunate inhabitants.
 
   “We’re almost there. It’s only another twenty miles or so, I think.” Dave smiled back at us through the rearview mirror, patting his chocolate lab on the head with his spare hand. I watched him playfully tug on the dog’s ears; Sammy’s tail thumped excitedly.
 
   Thinking of my own situation, I grew apprehensive. The sporadic, unwanted emotions I’d been feeling around him had intensified, becoming incessant and overwhelming. I’d been trying to keep my distance.
 
   Why Dave? I wasn’t sure why his presence seemed to affect me so much, but the foreign feelings seemed to fit his mood far better than my own.
 
   Are these his feelings? The thought was absurd.
 
   Does he know he’s doing this? I wished I could ask him without sounding completely crazy. 
 
   “Zoe, are you okay? You seem…fidgety.” Sarah was looking at me with narrowed, very watchful eyes. She seemed to do that often, and I couldn’t help but wonder what she was thinking.
 
   “Sure, I just wish we were there already. I’m starting to feel claustrophobic,” I said nonchalantly as I reached for the map in the seat pocket in front of her. 
 
   Shrugging, Sarah started to open her book but sneezed all over my arm in the process.
 
   Irritated, I looked at her. “Really, Sarah?”
 
   “I’m sorry.” She sniffled and wiped my sleeve with hers.
 
   Grossed out and annoyed, I pulled away from her, but she grabbed my wrist anyway. “I hardly think—” But before I could finish my sentence, I felt a surge of embarrassment warm my body, bringing a flush to my cheeks.
 
   “Nice one, Sarah,” she chided herself, but I barely heard her; I was lost in my own thoughts.
 
   It’s not just Dave. I suddenly felt nauseated. It’s me.
 
    
 
    
 
   Date: December 16, 3:30 PM
 
   From: Zoe Cartwright
 
   To: Danielle O’Connor
 
   Subject: Here at last!
 
    
 
   Hey D,
 
    
 
   It sounds like there’s a lot happening over there. I’m sorry you’ve had to see all those disgusting, horrible things. I hope being with Jason makes you feel safe enough to get some rest. You’ve been through a lot this past week. I’ve been pretty lucky so far, in terms of disgusting, horrible things. There’s so much snow on the ground that it’s hard to see much of anything. As much as I hate this weather, I’m grateful I’ve been spared seeing what’s underneath. 
 
    
 
   So that Air Force chick you mentioned sounds like a real gem. I guess personality isn’t much of a priority for Jason. Surprise. I know it’s probably hard, but try to ignore the bitchiness. It means nothing, I’m sure.
 
    
 
   We finally arrived at Dave’s cabin today, thankfully. It’s actually quite homey. It reminds me of summer camp back in the day. It’s nothing fancy, just an old summer fishing spot his family used when they wanted to get out of the city. It’s too stormy outside to see much other than the bare, frozen trees and the snow blanketing the ground. But inside the cabin is cozy. 
 
    
 
   Hopefully we’ll be able to rest and recuperate before heading out again. I’m assuming we’ll leave tomorrow, but we haven’t really talked about it yet. I’m not looking forward to the drive to Sarah’s house. I think the close quarters worsen those feelings I’ve been experiencing. I felt them again today, but with Sarah this time. I have no idea what’s going on. I’m wondering if I should say something to Sarah and Dave or if I should keep it to myself. I wouldn’t even know where to start. What a mess. 
 
    
 
   With the exception of the former occupants, it sounds like you’re staying in a fancy vacation home...I’m a little jealous. It’s snowing here...everywhere...still. It’s always snowing, and you know I hate being cold. It doesn’t help my mood much. I could really use some Dani time right about now…maybe a few mixed drinks on the beach too :) Why is time suddenly going by so slowly? I’ll let you know when we take off or when we even have a plan. Be safe!
 
    
 
   Hasta,
 
   Zoe
 
    
 
    
 
   Standing in the cabin’s cramped bathroom, I looked in the mirror as I brushed my teeth and studied the heavily shadowed eyes that stared back at me. I look like…shit.
 
   “Zoe!” Sarah screamed from the living room, and fear swept over me.
 
   Spitting the contents of my mouth into the sink, I threw open the bathroom door. My heart pounded against my chest. “What is it!?” I rushed to her.
 
   “Dave’s out th—” but before Sarah could finish, I heard Dave’s cries for help. 
 
   I grabbed the shotgun leaning against the wall and flung the front door open. I could barely hear Dave shouting through the angry howl of the wind. Running out into the frigid night, I headed in his direction.
 
   “Lock the door!” I yelled back to Sarah. My voice was muffled by the blizzard. The cold hit me like razor blades, cutting through my clothes and into my skin with every move. “Dave! Where are you?” I squinted to see through the dense snowfall.
 
   “Sammy!” Dave’s voice broke through the violent storm.
 
   My muscles fatigued and my lungs burned as I struggled through the powdery snow, trying not to let it slow me down. I heard Dave’s voice right before stumbling upon him. I was shocked to see the form of a large animal pacing nearby. Unsure what to do, I shot the gun into the darkness. Its recoil knocked me back, and I lost my balance.
 
   Squinting, I refocused my eyes just in time to see the creature running away and Dave crawling toward Sammy’s unmoving body.
 
   “Dave!” I ran to his side as he tried to move. He was wounded; blood darkened the snow-covered ground beneath his body, and his legs dragged limply behind him.
 
   “Sammy!” Dave was crying and struggling to get to his dog. Helping him up was impossible. He hit my hands away, fighting against my efforts.
 
   “Dave, you have to get inside,” I shouted. My body was achy and numb.
 
   “Sammy!” he cried as he continued to fight against me.
 
   I snapped. I slapped him across the face, desperate for him to focus, and yelled with all the lung power my freezing body could afford. “Dammit, Dave! I’ve got to get you inside. I’ll come back for Sammy!”
 
   He looked at me in horror.
 
   “I need you to help me. Try to stand up!” I could barely feel my legs as I pulled his body toward mine.
 
   He stared back with wide eyes. I could feel his anguish coursing through me.
 
   “I’ll come back for him, I promise.”
 
    
 
    
 
   Date: December 17, 4:00 AM
 
   From: Zoe Cartwright
 
   To: Danielle O’Connor
 
   Subject: (No Subject)
 
    
 
   D,
 
    
 
   There’s so much to tell you, but I don’t have much time. Dave and Sammy were attacked by a mountain lion last night. Sammy saved Dave’s life but didn’t survive himself. Dave’s got gashes all over his legs, and he’s lost a lot of blood. I’m taking care of him the best I can, but he won’t let me do much. He’s drinking enough Jose Cuervo that I don’t think he needs any pain meds at this point; though he may never stop bleeding.
 
     
 
   I wish you were here. You’d know what to say to him and what to do.
 
    
 
   Zoe
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   Dani
 
    
 
    
 
   “Wow. Nice find, Cece,” John said as he looked around the posh hotel lobby. On such a boyish face his wide-eyed expression lent him a look of cherubic innocence. It was deceptive—the twenty-one-year-old was about as innocent as Jason, but unlike Jason, John made sure everyone knew he was a devil in disguise.
 
   Cece simpered and hopped onto the lobby’s ultra-modern, granite front desk. Contemporary decor appeared to be the hotel’s motif of choice, along with black and white everything. 
 
   Crossing her legs and lounging back suggestively, Cece said, “Oh my God, I know, right? This is where my prom was. Isn’t this place just sinful?” Her way-too-smoldering gaze lingered on Jason before sliding over to John in the center of the lobby. John seized the unspoken invitation and sidled up to her.
 
   Seriously, how obvious does she need to be? She might as well start stripping on the desk.
 
   Shocked, I watched Jason walk toward the front desk…toward Cece. He’s falling for it? Jealousy, white hot rage, guilt, and self-loathing flared within me. I’d been experiencing that specific tangle of emotions for several days, always around Jason. I wanted him, though I knew I shouldn’t, and I hated Cece for having him. I also hated myself for desiring another man so soon after Cam’s death, even if he was the guy I’d pined for since I was a little girl.
 
   Beside me, Chris snorted. I caught a faintly whispered, “fool,” but didn’t know if it was in reference to Cece, John, or Jason. Maybe it was for all three.
 
   Fierce triumph filled Cece’s face as Jason neared her perch. The expression remained for about two seconds until Jason did an about-face to address the rest of us. Sulking, Cece hopped down and joined the edge of the group. I couldn’t hide my faint smirk.
 
   “This place is huge. We need to set up base somewhere we can stay close together and easily defend ourselves, like the top-floor suites. Ky”—Jason directed his voice at the half-Japanese man—“go see if the elevators work.”
 
   “Yes, Sir.” Ky looked to be around my age and followed the slightly older man’s orders easily. “They work,” he called and jogged back.
 
   “Great. When we get to the suites, just drop your shit off. We’ll search the place for food and anything else that might be useful. Keep an eye out for other people, and be ready.” The warning was unnecessary; like Jason and me, many of the others had run into hostile Crazies in Longview.
 
   “Ky, you’re with me on this floor. Chris and Dani, pair up, you’re on this floor too. The rest of you—stick with your usual partners and divide the remaining floors between you.”
 
   Cece glared smoldering daggers at Chris, Ky, and me, but I barely noticed. I’m supposed to be partners with Jason, not with Chris, I thought as rejection joined the tangle of emotions. My thoughts flickered back and forth between he doesn’t want me and I shouldn’t want him. 
 
   Belatedly, I realized I was assigned the only floor with two teams. Because I’m a worthless partner.
 
   Everyone else could take care of themselves with their special I-can-kill-someone-a-million-different-ways-with-my-pinkie military training. I, on the other hand, could talk to any Italian, Russian, Gaelic, or Spanish-speaking people we happened upon. Somehow, I didn’t think my background in foreign languages would be a huge help traversing the devastated United States.
 
   Irritated, I huffed into the elevator, huffed while it sped upward, and huffed as I dropped my pack and duffel bag on the floor of the largest suite’s living room. At that point I had to stop huffing or risk hyperventilation.
 
   Jack, who had been eagerly sniffing the sofa cushions—happily inhaling whatever had been left behind by other people’s butts—followed as I wandered back to the elevators to wait for Chris.
 
   I have a gun, I thought. I can even use it now…sort of. It was holstered snugly under my coat, unfamiliar and heavy, making me feel lopsided.
 
   With crossed arms, I glared at my blurry reflection in the brushed-metal door and wished there was something I could do, something I could contribute. And desperately, I wished that my inappropriate feelings for Jason would go away and that Cam’s voice would stop haunting me. “But I thought you loved me?”
 
   “Shall we?” Chris asked behind me; Jason and Ky were just approaching as I faced the blonde woman.
 
   “Why not?” I grumbled.
 
   The guys exchanged guarded glances while we all waited for the elevator, but Chris just stared ahead, her expression bland.
 
   An electronic ‘ding’ announced the arrival of the elevator.
 
   On the nine-floor ride down to the lobby, I stood in the elevator’s center and stared at the crack between the doors. Behind me there was an intake of breath, immediately followed by a thump and a whispered, “Ow!” from Jason.
 
   “Shut up,” Chris hissed.
 
   “Why? I was just going to ask—” Jason’s words were cut off by another thump, louder this time. If he’d been about to ask what was bothering me, I was glad that Chris had silenced him, however painful her methods may have been.
 
   “I know. Shut up,” Chris told him.
 
   With another ‘ding’, the elevator signaled the imminent door-opening, and I remained in the center, completely oblivious to my idiocy. I had experienced their super-coordinated elevator-exiting protocol on the ride up, had even participated by pancaking my body against the side wall in anticipation of an ambush. It made sense—there was no way to know what the doors would reveal when they opened. But, distracted by my mental flogging, I stood in the dead-center of the elevator and waited.
 
   A moment before the doors slid open, Jason yanked me behind him and held me against the wall. Around me, all my companions pressed themselves against the elevator’s metallic walls with weapons at the ready. When the lobby was revealed and nobody attacked, they all relaxed.
 
   I’m such an idiot. Disgusted with my stupidity, I skittered away from Jason and grumbled, “Come on, Chris, let’s go search for things. I can at least do that without screwing up.” I marched out of the elevator with Jack growling at my side. Lately, he seemed to have developed the inexplicable ability to match his mood to my own. Good boy.
 
   After several dozen paces, I slowed and looked around at the deserted hotel—I needed a plan. The lobby, delightfully absent of dead people, was scattered with abandoned luggage racks that easily could’ve doubled as pieces of postmodern art. I grabbed one, casting it as a large shopping cart, and wandered into the open-plan lounge. The bar seemed like a great place to start.
 
   At the sound of another cart smoothly rolling closer, I quickly ducked behind the sleek black bar. It had to be Chris. She would make me talk now that we were away from the guys. Though I knew hiding wouldn’t stop the determined woman, I couldn’t bring myself to stand.
 
   The muffled scrape of chair legs on hardwood and the creak of leather told me she was sitting on one of the nearby bar stools. “What’s wrong, Dani?”
 
   “Nothing. I’m fine,” I lied weakly.
 
   “Right. Try again, this time with the truth,” Chris suggested.
 
   Standing, I took a deep breath and answered, “Well…I’m not really sure.” As I spoke, I made my way around the bar to sit on the stool beside hers.
 
   “It’s like everything’s been building up to this feeling of…of…I don’t know. Helplessness. Or maybe uselessness. And now Jason doesn’t want to be my partner…not that I mind being with you.” The relentless avalanche of words flowed out as I rubbed Jack’s ears; he’d wedged himself between our bar stools.
 
   “I can’t do anything. Nothing useful to surviving this…” I paused and gestured around wildly. “I can’t defend myself. I just end up being a distraction. And this…” I pulled the gun from inside my coat. “What good is this if someone’s close to me? And what if I can’t even use it, if I’m too afraid? I’m not surprised he doesn’t want me as his partner anymore. Once was enough. Cam should’ve been the one to survive; he could’ve at least cooked for everyone. Hell, when I have food duty, I might accidentally poison everyone.”
 
   With placating amusement, Chris said, “I’m sure you’re not that bad.”
 
   “No,” I said adamantly. “I am. And what’s so frustrating is that you and Jason work so hard to keep me safe, nursing me back to health, protecting me…I mean, Jason faced off with a group crazy men! And why? I don’t contribute anything, and I…I’m a bad person. I have these feelings, these thoughts I really shouldn’t be having. I really did love Cam, I swear it, but…” By the time I trailed off, my gestures had become as despondent as my tone, my hands finally settling on the bar.
 
   “Dani, listen to me.” Chris grasped my wrist firmly and captured my gaze. “You are not useless. You have great ideas. You thought of stocking up on the backpacking equipment—getting all that stuff could end up saving our lives. And those feelings you’re having are perfectly normal. Cam would want you to move on, to be happy. Things happen at a different pace in times like these. It doesn’t make you a bad person. And, well, you do…I don’t know…something to Jason. Something good.”
 
   I scoffed.
 
   “You do,” Chris urged. “You make him seem more human and less like…I don’t know…like someone who believes in his own divinity. I chose to follow him off-base because I knew he was a good man and a good leader, but I’d never seen him really laugh or get very angry, or God, cry until we found you. He’s just different—better—when you’re around.”
 
   I searched Chris’s clear blue eyes and found only truth, but I couldn’t believe it. “It’s nothing like that,” I dismissed, needing to diminish the effect her words were having on me. “I just remind him of his past. Besides, he’s always avoiding me…always going off with Cece.”
 
   Chris snorted. “Yeah…but that’s just so he can get his rocks off.”
 
   I put on a wry grin, masking the sudden, wrenching pain. My unwanted jealousy was really starting to get on my nerves. Standing, I rounded the bar again, searching in earnest. A jar of maraschino cherries and several of blue cheese-stuffed olives were my first finds. A couple bottles of Dom Perignon from the wine fridge were my second.
 
   “He’ll be done with her soon enough,” Chris said, lingering on the nauseating topic. “Since I’ve known him he’s gone through dozens like her, none meaning more than the last.”
 
   I felt like a piece of my heart had been sliced off, seared, and chewed up. Dozens. I busied myself searching the cabinets.
 
   Chris quickly joined me behind the bar and was selecting various bottles of high-end alcohol. “For morale,” she justified.
 
    
 
   ~~~~~
 
    
 
   Being the busybody mother hen that she was, Chris had found a way to secretly tell Jason about my desperate need to be able to defend myself. He’d thought giving me a gun and showing me how to use it would be enough. He’d been wrong. As a result, several of us were having an impromptu evening training session in the penthouse suite’s living room. With the trendy burgundy, black, and gold furniture shoved up against the walls of windows, there was plenty of room for grappling. I was learning the basics of self-defense—specifically, how to get out of an attacker’s grasp. I was playing my usual role as the victim. And the attacker? Jason, of course.
 
   “Oomph,” I grunted, thrusting my backside into Jason’s unyielding thigh and pulling at the arm he had locked around my shoulders. I am not enjoying this, I told my misbehaving nerve endings.
 
   Jason’s only response was a deep chuckle.
 
   Wedging closer against him, I heaved again and was surprised when his balance shifted. I had been trying to loosen his hold on me. Instead, I’d placed the majority of his weight against my back. Ungracefully, we collapsed face-first onto the geometrically-patterned carpet. Jason lay slightly askew atop me, well over six feet of heavy muscle shaking against the back of my body.
 
   “What are you…are you laughing? At me?” I squealed in outrage. I squirmed and wiggled until, at the behest of my pointy elbows, he let up just enough for me to flip over. But he didn’t move off me—he was laughing too hard.
 
   “Get off me you big turd!”
 
   Jason raised himself on thickly corded arms just long enough to meet my eyes. “Big turd? Did you really just call me that?” He collapsed again, pinning me helplessly to the ground, and buried his face in my shoulder.
 
   My heartbeat grew increasingly erratic, my breathing ragged. I should not love this. Giddiness and guilt warred in my chest. I wanted to wrap my legs around him. I needed to get away.
 
   “I’m glad you’re finding me so amusing,” I breathed. I’d been aiming for a more authoritative tone, but with his hard body flush against mine, a whisper was the best I could do. “That’s what I’m here for. Ha ha…that Dani, such a hoot!” With the last word, I gave one huge, wiggly thrust in the hopes of creating enough room to scoot out from beneath him.
 
   Jason’s convulsive laughter vanished, and I wondered if I’d hit a tender man-part. As far as I knew that resulted in more of a moaning, groaning, pretending-to-die display. But, I figured it was possible.
 
   Practically jumping off me, Jason called, “Johnson!” Seconds later, Chris was standing next to him and staring down at me.
 
   “Did you see?” I asked her as I stood. “Is this even worth it? I mean, I don’t want to waste anyone’s time.”
 
   “Ha!” Chris barked, “Who wouldn’t crumble under this beast?” She rolled her eyes in Jason’s direction. “Nah, just blame him, hon. You’re so small…it was pretty much a given you’d end up on the floor.”
 
   “Anyway, Johnson…I want you to help train her since you’re slightly smaller than me.” Jason sounded dead serious, but the corner of his mouth threatened to quirk up in a smile.
 
   “Slightly smaller! You’re such a dick.” With a huge grin at me, Chris said, “When I’m done with you, hon, you’ll be able to take him down any time you want.”
 
   “Yeah!” I boasted, poking Jason’s abs through his t-shirt and bouncing from foot to foot. “I’m gonna take you down…eventually.”
 
   Wearing a cocky smirk, Jason watched me with glittering eyes. “We’ll see, Red. We’ll see…”
 
   Some of the others watched the exchange, grinning and chuckling. Cece, sitting in the far corner, wasn’t one of them.
 
    
 
    
 
   Date: December 17, 9:00 AM
 
   From: Danielle O’Connor
 
   To: Zoe Cartwright
 
   Subject: RIP Sammy
 
    
 
   Zo,
 
    
 
   So much for writing to you yesterday…we searched and worked and trained for so long in our Portland “home” that I fell asleep before my allotted time at the computer.
 
    
 
   Dammit! I feel so helpless being so far away from you! I’m really sorry about Sammy. I hope Dave recovers. Did you have all the first aid supplies and whatnot you needed? Did you have to stitch him up? I suppose you could always pour booze over his wounds, but that might sting a bit. 
 
    
 
   I know this’ll seem like small potatoes to you right now, but I forgot to tell you that Joey found some of his people. Back in Longview, I mean. They were holed up in one of the last houses he checked. He decided to stay with them. I’m happy for him…and it gives me hope for what awaits us in Bodega Bay.
 
    
 
   Today I’m not searching Portland with the rest of the group. Instead, I’m on watch and food duty with Thomas (“It’s Thomas, not Tom!”). Thomas takes himself very seriously. He’s not awesome enough to be a Tom anyway, not like your dad. From what I can tell, he’s the same rank as Jason, and it rankles him a bit that your brother has assumed leadership of our group. I’m sure you’re wondering why I’m not out searching with Jason, my supposed partner…I’m getting to it.
 
    
 
   Portland is Cece’s stop. Holy effing cow, she drives me insane. She’s 19 and barely out of basic training. She’s a horrid, sloppy flirt with every guy, especially your brother. And they all pay her a lot of attention. Oh, and she hates me. 
 
    
 
   Anyway, we have an odd number now, so there has to be a three-person group. Cece finagled her way into one that includes Jason. The thing is, he was going to stay here at the hotel, but Cece whined about how much safer she’d feel with him nearby. I’m sure his stupid puffed-up ego wouldn’t let him refuse. And worse, I feel less safe without him nearby. Crap! I’m just as bad as Cece! Ugh!
 
    
 
   Okay, I should get to my unavoidably disastrous food duties. Thomas keeps throwing scornful glances my way.
 
    
 
   Stay safe and warm, Zo. Sorry about the snow. My thoughts are with you, Dave, and Sarah.
 
    
 
   Ciao,
 
   Dani
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   Zoe
 
    
 
    
 
   I stared out into the blackness beyond the windowpane. The storm hadn’t let up; the wind whipped through the trees, making them moan and creak. I shivered as a chill crept up my spine. What are we going to do now?
 
   I wondered how long we’d have to stay in the cabin and if Dave’s legs would heal properly. I wanted to get to Colorado, but I knew Dave was in no shape to discuss plans for leaving. He’d been drunk since the incident with Sammy and the mountain lion, fading in and out of consciousness and waking only for another drink before passing out again.
 
   Sarah had been lost in her own world of sadness since Sammy died in her arms. We’d wrapped him in a blanket—it had seemed like the right thing to do—before laying his lifeless body outside on the icy porch.
 
   “Zoe,” Dave interrupted my morose thoughts. He cleared his throat, his voice hoarse from lack of use. “You’re cold.” I could feel his eyes on me.
 
   I looked back at him just as he brought his trusty friend, Mr. Jose Cuervo, up to his lips and took a gulp.
 
   “I’m fine,” I lied, walking over to his bed and removing a blanket to wrap around my shivering body. “Why don’t I get you something else to put in your stomach? Sarah made potato soup.”
 
   Dave looked away and set the bottle down on the nightstand. “I’m not hungry,” he said thickly.
 
   He needs a distraction. “Jose might be your friend tonight, but he’ll be your enemy tomorrow,” I warned with a grin, rearranging his comforter around him.
 
   “He’s worth it.” A tiny smirk pulled at the corners of his mouth.
 
   Relieved by his Dave-like response, I smiled back, and before I realized what I was doing, I ran my fingers through his short brown curls. At least he’s okay. 
 
   In the dim lamplight, I saw a spark of something illuminate his eyes. He struggled to move his injured legs, making room for me in the bed. His eyes fixed on me as he patted the mattress beside him. “You’re cold and tired. I don’t care what you say. Come on.”
 
   Conceding that his words were true, I smiled sheepishly and climbed in bed beside him. 
 
   I couldn’t bring myself to deny him in his current state, and I didn’t really want to. My body craved warmth, erasing any concern I had that we would find ourselves in a compromising situation. Taking a deep breath, I let myself relax on the soft mattress. I hadn’t realized how exhausted I was until my head sank further into the pillow.
 
   Before I knew what was happening, I felt Dave’s arousal zap through me like an electric jolt. Ignoring the fatigue and pain shooting through his lower body, he shifted and was suddenly on top of me. His hands grasped my arms with a surprising desperation. His lips were urgent and rough on mine, his breath smelled antiseptic and sour, and his skin was clammy from drunkenness.
 
   Without warning, my mind was invaded by thoughts and feelings that weren’t my own. A succession of images flickered in my mind. It took only a moment to realize they were memories of me. But, they weren’t my memories.
 
    
 
   My silhouette standing in front of the cabin window just moments before. My breasts accentuated by my slight waist.
 
    
 
   My dark hair cascading over my blue-green eyes. Me looking up at him.
 
    
 
   My naked body in his bed. My black hair trailing behind me on white sheets.
 
    
 
   My body undulating beneath his. His fingers lingering on the tattoo on my right hip.
 
    
 
   Dave’s grip on me tightened, and his tongue explored my mouth as if he’d never tasted it before—sampling and probing. It wasn’t sensual or intimate like it had once been, but instead it was desperate and hungry.
 
    
 
   My body quivering as his lips trailed down my stomach.
 
    
 
   The memories were suffocating. Dave’s urgency frightened me, and the images of myself were too much to bear. His desire confused my own feelings of discomfort and unease.
 
   I panicked and struggled to push him off me. “I need air,” I gasped.
 
   “God, I want you, Zo.” His voice was guttural, and I could feel how badly he yearned for me. He knotted his hands in my hair. Tugging too hard, he jerked my head back and caused my body to arch into his. Misinterpreting my reaction, he slid his hands down to the waistband of my sweats.
 
   “Dave, stop it. I can’t breathe!” Pushing with all my might, I tried to shove his body off me.
 
   He stilled, hovering. His shaking arms straddled my torso while our chests heaved in unison.
 
   I attempted to catch my breath as I peered up at him, unsure what to say as my mind replayed the images I’d seen. They looped like a broken record. I put my hand over my eyes and licked my stinging lips. My heart pounded like a drum, reverberating through my entire being. What the hell was that?
 
   Knowing I’d somehow witnessed his private thoughts, I tried to overlook my stewing mortification and disgust. But I couldn’t ignore how dirty and objectified I felt. Uneasiness settled inside me like vines tangling in my stomach.
 
   Dave’s eyes narrowed and then widened as he registered the revulsion on my face. Rolling onto his back, he looked up at the ceiling. He was embarrassed. I could feel him simmering in it, thick and sticky like his breath. “Sorry, I thought you still had feelings for me or something crazy like that,” he said bitterly.
 
   “Dave, it’s just that I—” I can read your mind! “It’s complicated,” I muttered. Running my hands through my hair, I hoped to pull the tension away from the sudden headache pounding in my skull.
 
   “I get it,” he grumbled, reaching to grab the booze from the nightstand. I could tell his ego was as wounded as his legs.
 
   “I just wasn’t expecting that, okay?” My voice rose slightly as I tried to control my impatience. “I’m not well.” I’d surprised myself with the admission, but Dave sulked and ignored me while he took another swig.
 
   “I should get some rest,” he said between drinks. “You should probably go check on Sarah or something.” And just like that, Dave was gone. He’d completely shut me out.
 
   Trying not to lash out at him, I reminded myself that he was brokenhearted by the loss of his best friend, was in a lot of physical pain, was sexually frustrated, and was drunk. I took a deep breath to gather my few remaining bits of patience.
 
   “Go away, Zoe,” he ordered.
 
   At his words, all my sympathy instantly vanished. “Fine, asshole!” With a rush of anger, I threw the covers off me, grabbed my blanket, and stalked out of the room. I made sure to slam the door behind me. So much for not lashing out…
 
    
 
    
 
   Date: December 18, 2:00 AM
 
   From: Zoe Cartwright
 
   To: Danielle O’Connor
 
   Subject: Dave’s an asshole and I’m losing my mind
 
    
 
   Hey D,
 
    
 
   I know it’s late (or early), but I can’t sleep. Too much shit’s happened in the last 24 hours, and it’s polluting my mind. With Dave’s injuries and the whole situation with Sammy, I haven’t gotten any sleep. But oh wait, there’s more...
 
    
 
   Tonight was really unnerving. I’m not even sure how to describe it. You know how I’ve been having those strange sensations? Well, I know this will sound really crazy, but it just got worse. I thought maybe I was losing my mind, but now I know I am. Either way, it’s screwing everything up.
 
    
 
   Dave came on to me—like full on tongue-down-my-throat, rocking-hip action—and it didn’t turn out well. He was drunk, which didn’t help, but I also saw these jumbled images of myself flash in my mind. In some, I was lying naked in bed beneath him. Why were they in my mind? 
 
    
 
   I know this sounds impossible (trust me), but I think they were his memories of us, from when we were together. I felt completely overwhelmed and violated, so I pushed him away. Needless to say, his ego is totally wounded. He won’t even talk to me.
 
    
 
   Just thinking about seeing myself that way makes me sick to my stomach. I feel objectified. I want to rip him a new one and tell him to stop thinking about me like that. But what do I say, “I saw your memories and I don’t appreciate them, so stop it”? I knew Dave still had feelings for me…I’ve been sensing them since he showed up at my door last week, but I guess it’s just shocking to actually see how real his feelings are.
 
    
 
   Now, he’s being such an asshole that I’m not sure what to do. Keeping my distance is probably the best thing, but I feel like I need to fix this. I also need his truck, and for that, I need him. I know it’s selfish of me, but my main concern is getting to Colorado. I feel like I should tell him why I pushed him away, but I don’t want him to have another reason to shut me out. He’s in such a bad space. I’m not sure what his reaction would be if I told him I could feel what he’s feeling and see what he’s remembering. This is way outside of my shit-I-can-handle comfort zone.
 
    
 
   Thanks for the update on your travels. It sounds like that Cece girl is more of a super skank than I thought. Sorry you have to deal with her. Hopefully Jason will get tired of her soon. He generally has low tolerance for stupid people.
 
    
 
   I’m surprised and a little upset with Jason’s strategic planning during your trip. He’s taking his sweet-ass time getting to Bodega Bay. Why isn’t he making Dad a priority? Did he give you a good reason? If it were me, I would’ve been there already. I understand he wants to help everyone find their families, but why can’t he break people off into teams? 
 
    
 
   Anyway, I should probably go. It’s really late, and I need to decide what I’m going to do about Dave. I worry about you. I hope you’re doing okay. You’d let me know if you weren’t, right?
 
    
 
   Hasta,
 
   Zoe
 
    
 
    
 
   The sun barely shone in the gray sky. The air was bitter cold and burned my lungs as I stood under the frozen trees. The storm clouds lingered, but the snow had ceased falling and the wind had died down earlier in the morning. I was grateful for the reprieve. 
 
   It was the first time the snow had stopped since we’d arrived at the cabin. I took the opportunity to escape Dave and the close quarters I’d been trapped within.
 
   The snow crunched beneath my feet as I made my way around the back of the house and toward the barn. I’d noticed the structure when we arrived a few days earlier.
 
   I spotted an old shed next to the barn and approached it. Its metal door barely hung on its crooked hinges. With glove-padded fingers, I pulled the creaking door open, exposing the shed’s inhabitants; a leaf blower, a rake, and a hedge trimmer looked lonely hanging on the rusted metal wall. Something bright and red situated in the corner beside a lawn mower caught my attention: a gas can.
 
   I picked up the can, listening as its liquid contents sloshed around inside. It was half-full of the precious fluid we so desperately relied upon. A triumphant smile spread across my face—a small victory, but a victory nonetheless.
 
   Holding the can away from my body, I left the shed and walked toward the barn. I was trying to keep the dirty container as far away from my white jacket as possible. It’s brand new, I rationalized, realizing my silliness.
 
   As I neared the barn’s red doors, I noticed icicles hanging from the corners of the roof. I set the gas can down and took a deep breath before entering.
 
   Although it was dark inside, I could make out a go-cart tucked away in the back, a chainsaw hanging on the wall, and a small snowplow parked in the corner. Assuming there would be much more snowfall before we left, I knew the plow might come in handy. Unfortunately, all the fuel tanks were empty, so I walked back out into the cold December afternoon.
 
   A crow cawed above me as I closed the barn door. I spotted the black, iridescent bird on a nearby tree branch. Its head cocked to the right and then to the left as it examined me through its binocular vision.
 
   A chill raced through me, and for once it wasn’t from the frigid air. I thought of the mountain lion attack and wondered what had provoked it. I tried to recall any other animals I’d seen acting strangely. Other than Sammy and the big cat, the lone bird was the first animal I’d noticed since arriving at the cabin. My imagination ran away from me, and I began to feel uneasy standing outside alone. I suddenly felt miles away from the safety of the cabin. Staring up at the bird, I wondered if it had been changed by the Virus too.
 
   Just as I decided the thought was probably ridiculous, I laughed, and the bird leapt from the flimsy branch and flew away. Its caw disturbed the still, crisp afternoon air.
 
   Following the bird’s departure, my gaze fell upon a tire swing hanging from another barren tree branch. The seemingly insignificant sight broke something inside me. My heart seemed to seize as memories I’d kept buried for days came flooding to the surface of my mind, unhinging my composed façade.
 
    
 
   My father stood beside me. His eyes seemed lifeless, but he smiled down at me as he pushed me on my brother’s old tire swing, 
 
   “Is he mad that I’m on here?” I cried as Dad pushed me gently, back and forth.
 
   “No, he’s not mad. He hasn’t used it in years, and besides, he can share.”
 
   “Then why is he being so mean to me? He’s always so mean!” I held on to the inside of the tire more tightly.
 
   “It’s not you, sweetie. Don’t cry. He isn’t having a very good day, that’s all.”
 
   “He never has a good day.”
 
    
 
   I felt something warm on my cheek, but couldn’t break my train of thought…
 
    
 
   “Another scrape, sweetie?” Dad’s scruff had grayed, but his eyes were the same dull, muted blue.
 
   “I fell,” I whined and pointed to my scraped knee.
 
   He smiled at me and brushed my hair out of my damp face. “Don’t cry; it’s not that bad.”
 
   “It’s ugly,” I countered.
 
   He kissed my knobby knee and whispered the words I would never forget. “Every scar is a memory, Zoe, and a reminder of how strong you are, that’s all. Besides, this one’ll go away. I promise.”
 
   “But what if it doesn’t?”
 
   “If it doesn’t? Then, it’ll just be a reminder that you’ll get hurt, but you’ll get better too. Scars remind us we can live life without fear because no matter what happens, we’ll heal. We’ll get better.” Dad’s eyes watered as he stood and walked away.
 
    
 
   While I wished to see my father again, I feared I never would.
 
    
 
   Dad stood in the corner of the tattoo parlor, ignoring the scene taking place before him.
 
   “Are you sure you don’t wanna watch, Dad?” I teased.
 
   “Definitely not. I can’t control what you do to your body now that you’re an adult, but that doesn’t mean I have to watch it.” He didn’t look up from the magazine he was pretending to read.
 
   I glanced over at Dani and smiled. “This is so awesome!” We giggled and whined as we got our matching tattoos. Dad only participated out of guilt for forgetting my eighteenth birthday, as he had other birthdays. I took less offense as the years passed, knowing he was a royal mess when it came to Mom, whose birthday was the day before mine.
 
    
 
   The memories disintegrated into anger, sorrow, fear, and loneliness that gripped my heart and tugged on it as though they were trying to remove it from my chest completely. I dropped to my knees in the snow and gasped for air as my heart fractured. The tears I’d been fighting for days broke free, searing down my cold cheeks. I was exhausted and alone, left with no other option than to face the harsh reality that my dad was likely gone.
 
   Would he ever again utter words of wisdom to me or shake his head disapprovingly? Would he ever again touch my face, stroke my hair, or tell me how beautiful I was and how much I reminded him of the mother I’d never really known? Would I ever again feel the strength of his arms around me or hear his deep voice rumbling when he scolded me or told me to stop being so dramatic?
 
   If I ever loved a man or had children, would they ever know the person who had raised me, had loved me in his own way, and had done everything he could to take care of me on his own? Would my dad ever see the woman I would become?
 
   I feared I would never see my father again, and the thought shattered my heart into a thousand pieces.
 
   My world shrank, becoming small and empty as my fears seemed more and more like reality. I wished Jason were with me to tell me it would be okay, but even he wouldn’t know what to say. He never did.
 
    
 
    
 
   December 18, 1:00 PM
 
   From: Zoe Cartwright
 
   To: Danielle O’Connor
 
   Subject: Checking in…
 
    
 
   Hey D,
 
    
 
   We heard the man on the radio again today. He sounded very serious, but I guess with recent news, I’d sound like that too.
 
    
 
   He said that at least 87% of Americans are dead, and that the rate is still climbing. How does he know this, and how exactly are we alive again? I mean, I know they say it’s because most of us have already had the H1N1 Virus, but seriously, what are the odds? And what about the rest of the world? He said 845 people are alive and well at the Colony, and more are arriving every day. All sane people are welcome.
 
    
 
   Dave still isn’t really talking to me, but I’m hoping to leave within the next couple of days. I figure we can head to Sarah’s house in St. Louis as long as we have enough fuel. I hope we don’t run into any “Crazies” as you called them, and I hope you’re finding a lot of survivors (sane ones). 
 
    
 
   I’d better go. Dave keeps hollering that there are strange noises coming from outside, but I don’t hear anything. Now that I’m wearing the pants around here, I guess I get to go check it out. Yay.
 
    
 
   Zoe
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   Dani
 
    
 
    
 
   Cam’s tacky fingers tangled in my hair, forcing me closer to him. Usually I would’ve found the experience enjoyable, but his extreme and evident deadness combined with his uncommon aggression marred the interaction. A lot.
 
   “No Cam!” I screamed and beat against his decaying chest. “You’re dead! Cam! Please…” He pulled me closer, threatening to assault me with his melting lips, and I screamed. It was the same blood-curdling scream I’d voiced in my nightmares every night since his death.
 
   Abruptly, Cam was gone. In fact, all of my surroundings had changed. I was now immersed in a vast, misty grayness. A tall man’s silhouette was visible a dozen feet away, the only distinct thing in the all-encompassing gray fog.
 
   “Who are you?” I asked. I’d never before been a lucid dreamer, but I seemed to be developing a knack for it.
 
   The mysterious guy startled me by answering, “I’m sorry. I don’t think you’re ready yet.” He sounded so sincere.
 
    
 
   Drenched in cold sweat, I started awake. I sat up, my heart beating rapidly. I could feel Jack’s head resting on my ankle and could see the faint glint from his eyes in the darkness.
 
   Chris, tangled in the sheets next to me, groaned with frustration. “D’you have another one?” she croaked.
 
   “Yeah,” I said hoarsely. “Sorry. It’s just so real. Why is this happening? Why is he always…why do I keep…why…” I trailed off into heaving, silent sobs.
 
   Jack whined and scooted further up the bed until he was cuddled next to my hip.
 
   Chris’s hand began the increasingly familiar, slow backrub. “Hush now, hon. Hush,” she soothed, her voice and touch noticeably easing my turmoil. Sometimes, especially when she was comforting me, her Midwestern upbringing truly shone. I was certain she contained some sort of emotion-drawing, mind-cleansing magic. 
 
   Eventually sleep reclaimed me.
 
    
 
   ~~~~~
 
    
 
   The following morning, after consecutive nights of poor sleep, I was feeling restless and ornery. We’d finally arrived at our destination—a winery—and the estate’s huge, white Victorian farmhouse loomed ahead. I hopped out of the Humvee, grateful the lengthy drive from Longview to some Podunk Oregon town was over, and looking around, I stretched my legs. Along with the dense woods surrounding the manicured grounds, the house oozed the potential for ghosts and creepiness…or Crazies.
 
   It’s not like I’ve been sleeping well anyway, I thought, glaring at the beautifully maintained building.
 
   “So, isn’t this place great?” John eagerly asked Cece. He’d suggested we stay at the winery, claiming it was “the coolest place in Gold Hill.”
 
   I rolled my eyes as I stretched, sickened by John’s desire for Cece. In fact, anyone’s desire for the petite but impossibly curvy woman made me want to vomit. Repeatedly.
 
   Studying John, I wondered if I was judging him too harshly. It was entirely possible that he sincerely cared for Cece and wanted to comfort her—her search group had found her sister’s body in Portland the previous afternoon. Kasey obviously hadn’t died of the Virus—according to Jason, she’d been inhumanly sliced up. Strangely, seeing her sister’s mutilated corpse hadn’t seemed to affect Cece; she was still throwing herself at Jason, John, and anyone else with a penis. I had tried to express my condolences, but I’d been worse than shut down; I’d been ignored.
 
   Jason exited the same vehicle as Cece and ordered a security search. Ky, along with Hunter and Dalton, two of the Army Rangers, immediately headed for the house with weapons at the ready.
 
   Instantly and irrationally peeved, I closed the distance to Jason. “If there are people in there, you know they now have no option other than being hostile,” I stated quietly. I hesitated, uncomfortable going against Jason’s judgment, then continued, “I mean, they might be regular people like us, not Crazies or violent on their own, but with our guns in their faces…”
 
   He stared back with eyes that could have been carved from an iceberg.
 
   “Come on, Jason! You can’t believe everyone is trying to kill us—we can’t just go around threatening to hurt every person we come across.” Running my fingers through my slightly tangled curls, I glared up at him.
 
   “I won’t let you make us into them, into those crazy people,” I hissed, standing on tiptoes to get closer to his stony expression. “I won’t let you hurt good people who’re just trying to survive.”
 
   At first Jason’s only response was a slight flare of his nostrils. A tiny twitch at the corner of his mouth followed a moment later. “And what will you do to me, Red, if I don’t change my evil ways?”
 
   I poked his annoyingly firm chest as I stuttered for an adequate threat. “I’ll…I’ll…”
 
   His arrogant almost-smile spurred me on. “I’ll spit in your food, but only sometimes, so you won’t know! And…I’ll put my dirty socks in your bed!” I toed his boot with my own to make the threat sink in.
 
   With utter seriousness he said, “That’s disgusting…although—”
 
   His response was cut short by the approach of the recently dispatched scouting trio.
 
   Jason leaned down and whispered near my ear, “If those socks are still on your feet…” He held my gaze as he stepped back a few paces. “I’ll keep your suggestion in mind.”
 
   I looked down to hide my suddenly burning face. Damn him!
 
   “All clear,” Ky reported. He looked like he was trying really hard to not focus on Jason and me—a difficult task considering he was talking to Jason.
 
   After shooting me one last frustrated look, Jason addressed the whole group. “Alright, listen up. Grab your shit, and find a roommate and a room. You have until tomorrow morning to yourselves. Just stay within sight and sound of the house.”
 
   I held back, waiting for the clustered bodies to clear away from the trunk before grabbing my pack and duffel bag. Chris waited slightly off to the side with her things.
 
   “Roomies?” I asked her once I’d retrieved my bags.
 
   She snorted, “As if I’d sentence anyone else to your pointy elbows!”
 
   Offended, I rubbed my left elbow with my free hand. It wasn’t that pointy. “At least I don’t tear the blankets away from you—you practically mummify yourself every night!”
 
   “I do not!” Chris exclaimed. She pointed to Cece, who was hurrying toward the red, barn-shaped winery. “Maybe you’d rather room with her?”
 
   We shared a speculative look, watched Cece stalk away, and exploded in uncontrollable laughter. The idea was just too ridiculous.
 
   Wiping happy tears from my eyes, I repositioned my bags and elbowed Chris gently. “C’mon, let’s grab a room before all the good ones are taken.” Calling Jack to join us, we hustled into the house.
 
   Fifteen minutes later, I was exploring the winery with my dog. Huge steel tanks, presumably filled with liquid happiness, occupied the cavernous space. I passed them by, hoping to find where the bottled wines were stored so I could bring an armful of them up to share with Chris. And maybe Jason. If he was nice.
 
   Jack scurried around the nearby alcoves, sniffing everything his nose could reach. All I could smell was wine and oak.
 
   Entering a smaller, darker room, I heard a muffled noise—a scuffle of shoes, a rustle of clothing.
 
   I paused in the open doorway, but Jack didn’t. He stalked into a room that reminded me of a library, but instead of shelves filled with books, there were towering rows of oak barrels on metal racks. As Jack stalked down the main aisle, silent as a wolf, he abruptly halted, and his ears perked up. He was staring into one of the dark recesses on the right. Too curious to resist, I quietly followed his path, stopping beside him to peer into the shadows. I’d found the cause of the noise.
 
   Cece was there…and Jason. Barely ten feet away, he stood with his back against the wall, his face tilted up slightly. His expression, with closed eyes and parted lips, turned my insides molten. In front of him, Cece’s mouth was latched onto his neck like she was an oversized leech, and she was murmuring and moaning. Her arm was working methodically, and I didn’t need to be any closer to know which of Jason’s appendages she grasped in her hand.
 
   I squelched my churning emotions, an extremely uncomfortable mixture of arousal and disgust, but couldn’t tear myself from the scene. Like watching a car crash, I stood by, stared, and felt despicable.
 
   To my unmitigated horror, a deep, menacing rumble began in Jack’s chest.
 
   Like lightning, Jason’s eyes were open and boring intensely into mine. He inhaled sharply and seized Cece’s arm with one hand, the back of her neck with the other, immobilizing her.
 
   Seeing his eyes open and focused on me, I froze for the briefest of moments. Then I fled. I sprinted back out the way I’d come in, not stopping until I was in my shared bedroom. Panting, I leaned against the door.
 
   “I really…need…some wine…like…right now,” I told a startled Chris between breaths.
 
   She shrugged. “Sounds good to me.” She set aside the laptop and hustled from the room. Minutes later, she returned with four different bottles of wine and two enormous glasses.
 
   “Well, hon, what’ll it be?” she asked, displaying her spoils like she was hawking fake designer bags on a street corner.
 
   “Is there a red? A really big, really fat red?”
 
   Once I had a generously filled wine glass, I proceeded to describe the whole sickening encounter in the winery. If I held back my inappropriate, voyeuristic response, well, some things are just too embarrassing to admit out loud.
 
    
 
    
 
   Date: December 18, 3:00 PM
 
   From: Danielle O’Connor
 
   To: Zoe Cartwright
 
   Subject: Eyeball vomit
 
    
 
   Zo,
 
    
 
   Pervy Dave is lucky that Jason wasn’t sitting near me reading your email over my shoulder. He’s been known to try, the nosy slime ball! But Dave stopped, right? He didn’t try to force you or anything, did he? I’m learning how to fight, so I could kick his ass for you if he did.
 
    
 
   Holy crap! You’re like a member of the X-men! You see people’s memories? Seriously Zo, you’re like a goddess. It’s kind of awesome...except for the part where Dave is such a pervert and has creepy sexual memories playing through his head. But they are his memories. I mean, I have lusty imaginings I wouldn’t want anyone else to see either.
 
    
 
   But now Dave is being a baby? He’s just pissed at you for denying him. I think you should do two things: 1) hide or throw away all of the booze (I’d vote for hiding it) and 2) tell him about your amazing new talent. Maybe knowing what really happened will make him act like less of an uber-douche dickhead. If he really cares about you, which you seem to know because of your superpower, then he shouldn’t react too badly, right?
 
    
 
   Besides, the longer you wait to tell him, the worse of a betrayal he’ll feel. He’ll think back, Zo, and based on your reactions, he’ll know that you were seeing into his innermost thoughts and feelings. I really think that if you ever want him to know, you should tell him (and probably Sarah) as soon as possible.
 
    
 
   So, we’re over halfway to Bodega Bay! Yay! We’re actually in Gold Hill, a one-gas-station town in Oregon. Unfortunately, we’re staying here for three nights and two whole search days because it’s the hometown of John AND Hunter. Apparently they’ve been friends for, like, ever. At least we have a neat place to stay...a winery!
 
    
 
   I have a feeling that tonight is going to be pretty wild, especially since we’ve barely been here for an hour and most of us are already nursing open wine bottles (notice my use of “us”). I’m currently working on my second large glass of Merlot and feeling quite happy about it.
 
    
 
   To answer your question about Jason’s strategy, he really does have a good reason for the slow pace. I guess he made an agreement with everyone who came along, thinking numbers would bring safety. He doesn’t want to split us up. He says we’d all be too vulnerable then, especially at night. At least that’s his reasoning.
 
    
 
   On a totally different subject, I keep dreaming of Cam. Maybe nightmaring is a better word. He’s always dead, and he’s always rotting, but he’s still talking to me. Still touching me. It’s HORRIBLE. He forces me to kiss him and asks why I don’t want to be with him, why I left him. But last night it was weird...there was another man. He was tall, but that was all I could see because he was sort of hidden. The thing is, when he showed up, Cam disappeared. Crazy, huh?
 
    
 
   Oh, um...gotta go. I’ll continue later if I can...
 
    
 
   Dani
 
    
 
    
 
   I inched down the creaky stairs. Twice, the sound of shattering glass gave me pause during the descent. Jack’s taut body leaned against my leg, and he whined softly with each step. Three voices grew discernible from the room at the bottom of the stairs—Jason, Hunter, and Cece.
 
   “She needs to leave…she’s a hazard. This is our group, and she’s not one of us,” Cece stated heatedly.
 
   Hunter reasoned, “C’mon, Cece, you can’t really blame her for—”
 
   “Of course I can!” she interrupted, her outburst slurred. “Can’t you see it? She ruined everything! A day earlier and Kasey’d still be alive! Dani,” my name was spat out like a curse, “made us wait. She made us too late! She killed my sister!”
 
   Jason’s even voice came next. “Cece, calm the fuck down. You chose—”
 
   “Jason,” I interrupted, exiting the stairwell with my dog.
 
   Jason held my gaze with unexpected emotion: worry and guilt. It took minimal consideration to understand that he hadn’t wanted me to overhear the exchange. He’d have kept the incident from me completely if he’d had his way. I wished he’d stop sheltering me like the little girl he’d once known. She was long gone.
 
   “If you have a problem with me, talk to me,” I told Cece, who looked smug…not to mention a little unsteady on her feet.
 
   “Talk to you? Fine,” Cece seethed. “You are the reason my sister was murdered. If we’d gotten to Portland a day sooner, she’d still be alive. With me. But you killed her because you’re weak. You couldn’t get over your stupid dead boyfriend, so we all had to stay and wait for poor little you to get better. WELL GUESS WHAT?! YOUR STUPID FUCKING WEAKNESS KILLED MY SISTER! YOU KILLED HER, AND I’D GIVE ANYTHING FOR YOU TO BE DEAD INSTEAD!”
 
   Stunned, I let my fiery Irish side kick in and forfeited control of my mouth. “At least I mourned my dead. You really looked like the grieving sister while you had your hand down Jason’s pants out in the winery! I might be weak, but at least I’m not a slut. Your sister dies, and all you can think about is the next guy you’re gonna bang. You disgust me.”
 
   Cece took several steps closer and hissed, “bitch,” right before she slapped me across the face. Hard. 
 
   I covered my stinging cheek with one hand as Jason maneuvered between us, attempting to block the irate woman from reaching me again. I worked my jaw slowly, surprised by how badly it hurt.
 
   “Back the fuck off!” Jason growled at Cece, his voice slicing through the tense atmosphere like a blade.
 
   She backed up and continued her tirade. “You know what? Everyone else’ll blame you too. Know why? Because it’s your fault. All the murders and suicides…we could’ve saved them if we’d been quicker, if we hadn’t waited for you. You should just leave!”
 
   I stepped out from Jason’s protective barrier. “I’m sure you’re used to getting whatever you want,” I told Cece. Like Jason, I thought and glanced angrily at the man trying to protect me. “You think I’ll just bow out and let you walk all over me. Well you can go to hell. I’m sure you’re expected.”
 
   Straight-backed and only a little hurried, I ascended the stairs to my room. Once I was alone, shielded by the closed door, I began to cry.
 
    
 
    
 
   Date: December 18, 4:30 PM
 
   From: Danielle O’Connor
 
   To: Zoe Cartwright
 
   Subject: Am I a Murderer?
 
    
 
   Zo,
 
    
 
   Sorry I had to end that last email so abruptly. There was an incident downstairs. Cece was raging about how I needed to leave the group because I caused the death of her sister. You see, everyone had to stay in Seattle longer than planned. Because of me…because it took me a few days to recuperate…and Cece’s sister was murdered only a day or two before we found her. Jason said it was brutal, almost impossible to look at. If they hadn’t waited around for me to regain my strength, Cece might’ve made it to her sister in time to prevent the murder.
 
    
 
   So now I sit here, writing to you and watching Jack’s worried doggy face as he whimpers at me. Oddly, I feel like he’s telling me, “bite, attack, kill,” not, “I feel sad.” Now why would I think that?
 
    
 
   I feel like crap. I’m going to finish this bottle of wine and then try to fall asleep. Hopefully I won’t dream for once.
 
    
 
   Dani
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   Zoe
 
    
 
    
 
   Still shaking from the cold, I wrapped the army-green wool blanket more tightly around me. As I watched our new military acquaintances settle in for the evening, I leaned against the arm of the shabby, apple-red loveseat and soaked up heat from the fire. It felt like a weight had been lifted off my shoulders—a weight I hadn’t realized I’d been carrying. We were no longer alone.
 
   Since their arrival, the group of three had transformed our kitchen into a makeshift command post. They hustled around like bees readying the hive for a queen, rattling off commands and acronyms I didn’t understand. They seemed capable and in control, a façade I struggled to maintain.
 
   “The signal’s too spotty—I can’t hold a connection,” Biggs announced as he searched for a specific radio frequency. He shifted from one computer screen to another fluidly, like he was performing a dance he’d practiced a thousand times. I envied him; he had a sense of purpose, a duty to uphold, and he did so without hesitation. They all did.
 
   “Hopefully it’s just the storm. We’ll have to wait until it passes. Keep it on this channel. If someone tries to communicate from Fort Knox again, I want to know about it,” Lieutenant Sanchez said, her voice calm and collected. She was busy jotting down notes, sketching on maps, and strategizing for their departure in only a day’s time.
 
   Biggs’s fingers pecked at a keyboard efficiently. “I’ll check the satellite again. Maybe the storm will pass sooner than we thought.” 
 
   “Here,” a pleasant, confident voice said, pulling me from my thoughts. I looked up to see Harper’s outreached hand, offering me a cup of tea. He smelled of rubbing alcohol and mint.
 
   “Thanks.” I nodded at him gratefully and accepted the steaming cup with numb hands. The hot ceramic stung my frozen fingers, but the smell of chamomile tea conjured thoughts of Grams, making my discomfort bearable.
 
   “Are you warming up?” Harper’s smile was kind and sincere as he stood across from me and sipped from his own mug. Shaking his head, he sat down on the edge of the couch opposite mine. “I still can’t believe you heard us outside.”
 
   “I didn’t hear you. Dave did, miraculously,” I scoffed, thinking of Dave’s drunken state. I sipped the scalding liquid. It burned when it touched my lips, but I welcomed the heat as it warmed my body from the inside out.
 
   “I was surprised to see you outside with so little on.” Harper’s eyes surveyed my now blanket-covered body. “We thought you were crazy at first.” He winked and leaned back, relaxing for the first time since their arrival.
 
   My heart skipped a beat as I considered the strange sensations I’d been experiencing. If you only knew…
 
   “Yeah, well, I guess I wasn’t thinking clearly. But I’m getting warm now, finally.” I closed my eyes, appreciating the heat that licked up the side of my face from the fire. The chill in my bones was smothered for the time being, only to be replaced with exhaustion.
 
   Sarah loudly repositioned herself on the couch as she realized Harper was sitting beside her.
 
   “You’re a fast reader,” Harper observed, looking at a stack of books on the coffee table. A smirk formed on his face as he read the titles…one love story after another.
 
   “Yeah.” She smiled, but didn’t look away from her novel.
 
   “Thanks for the great dinner by the way. I can’t remember the last time I had ravioli.” Harper was trying to strike up a conversation with Sarah, but she continued reading with a dismissive nod.
 
   “It’s her sixth book this week,” I explained. “She gets sucked in. It’s like she suddenly has a passion for reading or something.” I looked at my friend, who was nestled against the arm of the couch. “What are you reading this time?”
 
   “Science-Fiction. Apocalyptic, ironically,” she clarified absentmindedly. Her eyes focused on the end of a sentence, and then she turned the page.
 
   “So you’re a book lover.” Harper seemed interested, as if he’d found some common ground. I wondered if he was attracted to her. It wouldn’t be surprising—her brown eyes were glittering in the glow from the fire, and her curly hair was a perfect tangle of seductive femininity.
 
   “Book lover?” she practically snorted. “Not until recently. In fact, I don’t think I’ve ever read this much in my life.”
 
   “Well, a lot’s happened in the last few weeks. We all cope with things in different ways. Maybe your way is reading—escaping to a world different from your own. Although apocalyptic stories seem to defeat the purpose.” Harper smirked, looking over at me.
 
   “And how is it you all find yourselves here, in our seemingly abandoned neck of the woods?” I asked. We were seven miles from town and at least a mile from any neighboring properties.
 
   With a sigh, Harper took a sip of coffee and thought for a moment. “We’ve been trying to stay away from heavily populated areas. It’s safer that way…,” he trailed off. He stared into the flickering flames until something clanging in the kitchen brought him out of his daydream. Glancing at me, he asked, “What about you, Zoe? How are you doing with all this?”
 
   “Oh, you mean between the end of the world, people I care about dying, Crazies, animal attacks, Sammy dying, and my missing family?” I was being dramatic, my tone borderline hysterical. I shrugged. “Oh, I don’t know; I haven’t had much time to think about it,” I joked bitterly, curling deeper into my spot on the couch.
 
   “You and Dave haven’t been getting along very well,” Sarah chimed in from the corner of the couch. 
 
   She chooses now to say something? And what’s that have to do with anything anyways? 
 
   “What’s going on with you two?” Her eyebrows rose in curiosity. 
 
   I wanted to reach over and wring her neck for providing Harper the opportunity to ask me unwelcome questions, but I instinctively knew she’d meant no harm. “It’s complicated. But I think it’s safe to say he’s realizing we’re better as…friends.” If that’s even what we are.
 
   My eyes darted to my captive audience, hoping they’d be satisfied with such a vague explanation. Sarah seemed unconcerned with my answer, but Harper’s grin had grown wide and knowing.
 
   “Sounds like a lot’s been going on lately,” Harper observed. “Maybe you could use a distraction.”
 
   His eyes fixed upon me like a predator’s on delectable prey. Is he referring to friendship or sex? He couldn’t possibly mean sex…
 
   Harper was hot, but it was ridiculous to think he’d proposition me in front of other people. Rationality vanished as my eyes inspected every inch of him, starting with his golden-brown skin and muscular build—he definitely intrigued me. Harper was friendly and fun, a change I welcomed. Unlike Sanchez and Biggs, whose noses were buried deep in their work, he was personable, taking the time to get to know us. His amiable persona made it easy to forget he was military trained and could probably kill someone with his bare hands. Not all military men are rough around the edges like Jason, I reminded myself.
 
   “A distraction?” I asked, needing clarification before I lost myself in thought.
 
   “Yeah, a distraction.” His dark eyebrows danced over his green eyes. There was no misinterpreting his meaning. Sex. Definitely sex.
 
   Biggs snorted as he sat at the kitchen table behind Sarah, shaking his head. “You’ll have to excuse Harper. He isn’t always as smooth as he thinks he is.”
 
   “I’m not trying to be smooth. I’m being honest, realistic, human…take your pick,” Harper retorted. “I put myself out there with no expectations, no false pretenses. If she’s interested, fun times ahead, and if not, that’s fine too. Life’s too short to pussyfoot around.”
 
   Shocked by the confirmation that I had just been solicited in front of the others, I looked back into the inquiring eyes of my new, very forward friend. I cleared my throat, seriously considering his pitch and trying to find the right words to respond. “Well, your um…offer is very flattering. I’ll keep it in mind.”
 
   Harper studied me for a moment, assessing my hesitation. “You do that.” Winking again, he finished off the contents of his mug and stood. “I think you and I will get along just fine, Baby Girl.”
 
   With a thud, Biggs dropped his backpack onto the ground beside me, and Sarah’s bright eyes glanced up at him. Eager to refocus everyone’s attention, I quickly asked, “What about you, Biggs? Do you like reading as much as Sarah here?”
 
   Indifferent to my smart ass tone, he said thoughtfully, “I do, actually. But, I don’t get to read as much as I’d like, unfortunately. Since this—” he searched for the word.
 
   “Ending,” Sarah chimed in again.
 
   “What?” Biggs looked at her curiously.
 
   “The Ending. This is the ending of the world as we know it. I mean, it’s literal I guess, but it makes sense.”
 
   “Yeah, I guess it does. Well, since this ‘Ending’ I haven’t had any free time to read.”
 
   I gestured to the stack of novels on the table. “I’m sure you can borrow one of Sarah’s books,” I suggested. “She won’t mind.”
 
   Harper returned with his mug refilled. Again studying the titles on the spines, he chuckled. “Yeah man, there are some romances in there. You could probably learn a thing or two.” He looked from Sarah to Biggs and shook his head when he noticed his friend gazing intently at the brown-haired beauty.
 
   “Sure you can. I’m not sure what you like to read, but they aren’t all romances.” Sarah’s eyes flicked indignantly to Harper before returning to Biggs. “You’re welcome to borrow any of them,” she offered. As Biggs bent over to look through the pile, I sat back contentedly and watched.
 
   There was a sense of hope and excitement coursing through the room as a silent conversation passed between the soldier and my friend. It was a nice diversion.
 
   “Anyway,” Harper said, reclaiming his spot on the couch beside Sarah. “I took a look at Dave’s legs. He’s doing really well, Zoe. I think you did a great job dressing his wounds.” He sighed, leaning forward to rest his elbows on his knees.
 
   I set down my tea. The palms of my hands were sweaty from the warm mug. “I couldn’t have done it without Sarah’s help. That girl has a way with gauze that I’ll never have.”
 
   “Don’t let her fool you. I barely did anything. I throw up at the sight of blood,” Sarah added, quickly looking back up to Biggs with wide, horrified eyes. “I mean, not really throw up, but…”
 
   “Well either way, you should be proud of yourselves. You probably saved his legs.” Harper leaned back and took a deep breath. Under his playboy exterior, he was a medic first, an exhausted one.
 
   “How’s he doing anyway? I mean, other than his legs.” I felt foolish not asking Dave myself, but I knew it was pointless—he wouldn’t forgive me for a while. He’s always been egocentric, I reminded myself. I knew I’d have to tell him what was happening to me soon if I wanted to salvage whatever remained of our friendship.
 
   “He’s better now that I got the alcohol away from him. He’s sleeping it off. So, we’ll see how he’s really doing tomorrow.” Rubbing his hand over his short, dark hair, Harper stifled a yawn.
 
   I glanced around the room and realized Sanchez and Biggs were finally digging into plates piled with ravioli. Examining their tired expressions, I asked, “When was the last time any of you got some rest?” 
 
   Shoving a fork full of pasta into his mouth, Biggs muttered, “It’s been a while.”
 
   Setting her book down, Sarah’s attention was on Biggs again. “How long were you out there before you saw the smoke from our chimney?” 
 
   “About a day or so,” Biggs answered. “We’ve been trying to stay out of the towns. The last time we ventured into one we lost members of our team.” With his words, a black cloud seemed to settle over the room.
 
   “We haven’t seen any uninfected for two days,” Sanchez explained from the table.
 
   “Uninfected? You mean ‘Crazies’?” I asked.
 
   “Crazies, sick…anyone not normal,” Sanchez clarified sharply. “We knew this might be our only chance to regroup.” Frowning, she continued, “It’s hard to know what to expect, so we aren’t taking any unnecessary chances.” Looking at her plate, she grumbled, “Not anymore.”
 
   Abruptly, Sanchez stood and carried her empty dish to the sink to submerge it in water; she took her time before joining Harper, Sarah, and me by the fire. “Up until a couple days ago, there were nine of us. We lost our commanding officer to a group of looters.”
 
   “There were just so many of them,” Biggs interjected, still seated at the kitchen table. 
 
   “I don’t know if they were infected,” Sanchez continued, “but they were definitely insane. They ambushed us and tried to steal everything we had. We were able to fight them off long enough to regroup.” Peering up into Harper’s solemn eyes, she sighed. “It’s hard to know what to expect. Everything’s different now.” 
 
   Sanchez looked back at me. “We thought we’d killed them all, but then another wave of them showed up. Our CO and two others were killed, and we lost two soldiers to the Virus before that. There hasn’t been a lot of time for resting,” she said flatly.
 
   “As you can imagine, there aren’t many warm places to stop in an area like this. We hoped the occupants of this cabin were dead, no offense. We weren’t sure what we’d find inside when we saw the blood on the porch,” she admitted. “Is that a body wrapped up out there?”
 
   Sarah’s high, defensive tone startled me. “It’s Sammy. The weather’s been too bad. We haven’t been able to bury him.” 
 
   “Sammy was Dave’s dog,” I explained. 
 
   “It’s not like we’re crazy or anything.” Sarah looked over at Biggs, who was just finishing up his dinner. 
 
   His blue eyes were sympathetic as he nodded in understanding.
 
   “We know that now,” Sanchez whispered.
 
   A deafening silence filled the room. The memory of fallen friends and lost loved ones colored everyone’s faces—dark circles, worry lines, and creased foreheads created a painting of grief. The sorrow-laden air was overwhelming. The others’ raging turmoil swelled inside me, fighting for control. Tears crept into my eyes, but I forced them to retreat.
 
   While everyone’s thoughts lingered in the past, something pricked my senses, and I suddenly felt self-conscious. I looked over to see Sanchez’s eyes transfixed on me. Their intensity was disconcerting, and she wouldn’t look away. She couldn’t possibly know there’s something wrong with me, I tried to rationalize, but I wasn’t sure of anything anymore.
 
   Refocusing on the crackling fire, I cleared my throat to speak. “Well, I’m glad you’re all here.” Except for Sanchez, maybe. “We weren’t sure what to do next.”
 
   Sarah nodded, absentmindedly stroking the scratches on the back of her wrist that she’d received while trying to save Sammy.
 
   I suppressed a smile and chose my next words carefully. “Sarah, you keep touching the scrapes on your arm. Are they bothering you? I thought I saw blood…” Feigning concern, I looked at her barely marred skin. Sell it, I coached myself, knowing that if I could get Biggs’s attention, he’d take the bait.
 
   “I’m fine, Zoe.” Sarah’s eyes were wide with confusion, and her ears were red with embarrassment. “It’s just a small scratch.” But before she could say another word, Biggs appeared behind her. 
 
   Victory! I smiled proudly and leaned back to observe the fruits of my labor.
 
   “Can I take a look?” Biggs pointed to her right arm.
 
   Cranking her head to the left, Sarah ended up with her face mere inches from his olive-colored belt. She looked up at him. “Oh, sure, but it’s nothing, really.”
 
   Happy my scheme was working perfectly, I watched Sarah’s gaze lock with the blond soldier’s. The attraction between them was obvious. I could practically feel the butterflies in their stomachs, elated and flighty, as they stared at each other.
 
   Sarah’s curls bounced as she stood and followed Biggs over to the bag of medical supplies. She reminds me of Dani. But, unlike Sarah, Dani would’ve jumped at the chance to flirt with a handsome man in uniform. Still, Sarah’s curls, recoiling up and down as she walked, mimicked the way Dani’s fiery red locks always jostled and drew the boys’ attention.
 
   I heard a throat clear. Harper was watching me intently, one eyebrow arched. Smiling guiltily, I shrugged. “I couldn’t help it. Thank God for you and your medical supplies. Perhaps she won’t lose her arm after all.”
 
   “We wouldn’t want that.” Harper grinned and stood to stretch. “I guess I should check on our patient.”
 
   As he walked away, I felt Sanchez’s eyes on me again. “Is something wrong?” I lashed out anxiously, not sure I wanted to know the answer. I slowly turned toward her.
 
   Standing, Sanchez shook her head. “You remind me of someone,” she said as she walked away.
 
   “You look so much like him,” I heard and hoped I’d only imagined the woman’s voice in my head.
 
    
 
    
 
   Date: December 18, 9:00 PM
 
   From: Zoe Cartwright
 
   To: Danielle O’Connor
 
   Subject: Houseguests
 
    
 
   Hey D,
 
    
 
   Sorry you’re having such horrible nightmares. I can’t imagine seeing Cam in that state. I suppose this is how your mind is dealing with everything, but it still seems a bit morbid, especially for you. Are the dreams getting any better?
 
    
 
   As for Cece, everything about her screams “BITCH.” I can’t believe she’s blaming everything that happened with her family on you. It’s not like you have any control over other people’s actions. She’s the one who has a fascination with Jason. So, just remind yourself that she made the choice to stay behind with him. Don’t let her take her anger out on you. None of that is your fault, D. Someone needs to slap her around a little bit.
 
    
 
   I’m sorry your day’s been so shitty. Too bad we can’t finish that bottle of wine together—a nice fire, a blanket, Jack curled up at our feet...sigh. The truth is, I’m in a weird spot too, so I could really use a drink. Dave and I still aren’t speaking to each other, so I haven’t had a chance to tell him about my...well, superpowers. I’m planning on telling him, but so much has happened with our new houseguests showing up unexpectedly that there hasn’t really been time.
 
    
 
   Yes, I said houseguests. They’re a military outfit from the East Coast. I think they’re Army Rangers. They’re under the leadership of a tight-lipped woman named Lieutenant Carmen Sanchez. She looks like a Latina pinup girl more than anything, but she’s really serious and seems pretty badass. There are two other soldiers with her. Sergeant Dustin Harper is a medic. He’s an island boy—super fit and hot, and he knows it. I think I’m gonna like having him around. I also feel much better knowing that Dave’s legs aren’t going to fall off. Then there’s Sergeant Riley Biggs. He’s the tech guy and also seems nice. He’s youngish and has a baby face and very pretty blue eyes.
 
    
 
   Our new friends couldn’t have come at a better time. There are no working phones, the snowstorms haven’t really let up, and Dave and I obviously aren’t communicating well. With their skills and knowledge, we can finally get out of here. Thank God for generators, Internet, fire, and sporadic radio signals. I’m sure there’s plenty more to be thankful for, but you get the idea. 
 
    
 
   Please be strong, D, and don’t let Cece get under your skin. She’ll come to her senses. If she doesn’t, you better kick her ass. I’ll write more tomorrow. I’m gonna put my tunes on and try to get some sleep. Hopefully your wine kicks in soon. Have sweet dreams, and give Jack a squeeze for me, or a pat…whatever he prefers.
 
    
 
   Hasta,
 
   Zoe
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   Dani
 
    
 
    
 
   Cam kissed me excitedly.
 
   I couldn’t wait to be with him again. I trailed my fingers through his hair, over his shoulders, down his chest—I was not to be denied. Still locked to his lips, I began removing his t-shirt. Some of his skin followed.
 
   I screamed.
 
   Grasping my shoulders, he rasped, “I tried, D! I really tried to hold it together!” His arms tightened around me like a vice, squeezing the air out of my lungs. “Won’t I ever be enough for you? Why’d you leave me, D? You’re tearing me apart!” For emphasis, he ripped a fist-sized chunk of flesh from his chest.
 
   “No, no, NOOOO!” I cried out in horror.
 
   His weeping, decaying figure withered before me.
 
   “You’re dead, Cam! You left me! This isn’t my fault! I wish…I wish so much that you were still here. But you’re not…you died!” I turned abruptly and ran—straight into a tall, blond, mysterious man. When I glanced behind me, Cam was gone.
 
   The mystery guy, who I somehow knew was the hidden man from the previous night’s dream, raised his hands to my face. His thumbs grazed my cheeks and wiped away my desperate tears. His light skin and chin-length blond hair made him seem almost angelic, though the effect was offset by his roguish five o’clock shadow.
 
   The rest of his fingers moved from my face until his gentle hands tangled in my hair. Compared to Cam’s melting grasp, his touch was comforting…his touch was alive.
 
   Before I knew what was happening, he was kissing me. The soft pressure of his lips against mine. The tightening of his hand behind my neck. The whisper of tangled breath.
 
   Hesitantly, he pulled away. “Hmmm…I think you’re ready,” he told me with a triumphant smile. “Oh, I’m definitely going to—”
 
    
 
   Abruptly, I woke to Jack’s low growl. When I opened my eyes, I realized he was standing over me—guarding me. My heart pounded, and I tried to control my sudden need to pant. Someone must be behind me…
 
   As Jack’s warning sounds grew louder and more menacing, I slowly turned over. I kept my breathing even and opened my eyes the smallest possible amount, trying to maintain the impression that I was simply moving in my sleep.
 
   Jack crouched closer over me, his growl vibrating against my torso and long strings of saliva falling from his retracted lips.
 
   In the darkness a few feet away, a shadowy form coalesced into someone recognizable: Cece.
 
   What the hell? Where’s Chris?
 
   Slowly, the unwelcome woman inched forward. Completely focused on staying clear of my dog, Cece was utterly unaware of my wakeful state.
 
   Confused and afraid, I remained still in the heavy darkness.
 
   Cece neared until she was only a foot away, and the tension in Jack’s body increased, making the bed quiver. Wildly, I thought, Why is she in here? Is she going to hurt me? A plan…I need a freaking plan!
 
   Before I could think of something, of anything, Cece’s concealed hand came into view, and my eyes burst open. Moonlight glinted dully off a combat knife clutched in her grasp, and time seemed to stand still…
 
   Jack’s body coiled like a spring.
 
   Cece raised the knife.
 
   My breath caught, and I thought, I’m going to die.
 
   …and then it was like the world pressed PLAY. Simultaneously, Jack lunged for Cece’s knife hand, and I lashed out. My nails caught the flesh on the right side of her face, gouging a trail from eyebrow to jaw. Using the momentary advantage, I scrambled backward across the bed and fell off the opposite side. I was perfectly happy to huddle on the hardwood floor, peeking over the edge of the mattress.
 
   Still on the bed with Cece’s wrist in his mouth, Jack shook his head, and the knife clattered to the floor. I couldn’t believe Cece wasn’t screaming, considering the massive German Shepherd with his fangs sunk into her flesh. Instead, she started to cry. 
 
   Taking momentary pity on the woman, I commanded, “Drop it, Jack.” It felt exceptionally odd telling my dog to drop a person’s wrist.
 
   He obeyed, though he retained his aggressive stance.
 
   “Come here, Jack,” I said weakly. I had to repeat the command twice before he would listen.
 
   Finally, with the bed between my attacker and me, and with my dog by my side, I cautiously stood.
 
   Minutes passed before Cece was able to do anything but weep. Looking through me, she mumbled, “I just wanted to see…to know…why he would…why you’re…” Her pitiful attempt at an explanation faltered as her eyes focused on me.
 
   Her expression soured, turning ripe with hatred. “You’re done, murdering bitch. And you’ll never have him!” she hissed. Pivoting unstably, she stalked out of the room. 
 
   The whole confrontation had been so quick and quiet that it almost felt like it had been a second nightmare. Except, Cece’s knife was still on the floor where she’d dropped it, the only evidence of what had just transpired…besides her wounds. 
 
   What’d she say? I’ll never have Jason? I could’ve told her that. I sat heavily on the end of the bed after shutting the door. Unexpected laughter bubbled out of my mouth, and I could feel myself teetering on the edge of hysteria. The whole situation was unbelievably ridiculous. Just my luck—the psycho wants to kill me, not because of her sister, but because she wants to keep me away from Jason.
 
   A deep, angry resentment simmered in my veins, and my laughter turned bitter. I’d been enamored of Jason, my best friend’s older brother, pretty much since the first second I’d laid eyes on him as a little girl. But he’d never shown the least bit of genuine interest in me. Sure he’d flirted, stringing me along affectionately, but we both knew there was nothing behind it. How dare he?! It’s his fault Cece has it in for me!
 
   As my laughter died down, my thoughts turned morose. Cam would be so pissed if I got killed because of Jason…
 
   Unconsciously, I wrapped my right hand around my opposite wrist. My thumb pressed into the familiar Celtic knot tattooed there, immediately evoking thoughts of Zoe. Clear reason washed over me; thinking of Zoe usually had that effect on me.
 
   What should I do, Zo?
 
   You get your little butt over to Jason’s room and tell him what happened, that’s what you do! Now! I decided that listening to my best friend, imaginary or not, was probably the wisest plan.
 
   Tiptoeing slowly down the hallway, I wondered what I’d find in Jason’s room. Would Cece already be there, weaving lies into a tangled web? Would they be locked in a passionate, nauseating embrace?
 
   I reached the door and knocked quietly. Chris’s voice, talking and laughing, was audible through the wood. “Do you think she’s come back to try again?”
 
   Jason scoffed loudly. “I doubt it—I couldn’t’ve been any damn clearer.”
 
   The door opened, and I just stood in the hallway, staring at Chris. My lips parted in an attempt to form words, but all I could do was take jerky breaths. For some reason, seeing Chris’s earnest blue eyes brought me close to tears.
 
   “Dani?” Her jovial tone instantly melted into motherly concern. “What’s wrong?” She hustled me into the room, shutting the door quietly behind her. “You must be freezing! Why aren’t you wearing something warmer?”
 
   Jason, sitting at the small table across the room, straightened. He seemed to be studying every inch of me. His eyes scanned up and down my body, never resting on one part for too long.
 
   Numbly, I examined my state of attire. I had on my skimpiest set of post-apocalyptic sleepwear: tiny purple cotton shorts and a pale green tank top. The sudden realization that I was standing in front of Jason, barely covered, transformed the touch of his eyes. They singed trails of fire along my skin.
 
   Before I could die of embarrassment, Chris wrapped a fuzzy, caramel-brown blanket around my shoulders. She sat with me on the foot of the full-size bed while Jack settled at our feet.
 
   “Thank you,” I said, surprised by the calm in my voice. It’s Zo, I realized, giving me strength.
 
   Still grasping my tattooed wrist, I recounted my recent confrontation with Cece. As soon as I finished talking, Chris rose and began pacing. Jason, however, remained seated at the small table, keeping his eyes locked on mine. After several long deep breaths, he opened his mouth to speak.
 
   And the door burst open.
 
   John and Hunter marched into the room with Cece trailing close behind. She hung back in the doorway, watching me like a cat with a cornered mouse. Slowly, the corners of her mouth twisted into a self-satisfied smirk.
 
   Hunter, however, being entirely focused on Jason, hadn’t noticed me perched on the bed. “Sir, I know Cece was pretty cruel earlier, but that’s no reason for Dani to attack her…with her dog! I mean, look at what they…,” he said, trailing off when he finally noticed me.
 
   “We had good reason,” I said in chorus with a growl from Jack. Cece flinched at the sound of my dog’s low rumble, making me smile inside.
 
   “Puh-lease,” Cece whined, her voice dripping with self-pity. A huge fake tear rolled down her cheek, and she winced when it crossed the angry red scratches that had been gouged by my nails. “She attacked me! So did her stupid mutt! Look!” She motioned to her face with her swollen, bleeding wrist, drawing attention to both of her injuries.
 
   I rolled my eyes at the ridiculous show and embraced the cold anger crackling within me. “I defended myself, you psycho! Maybe if you hadn’t been in my room with a knife, I never would have scratched your pretty face.”
 
   Hunter looked confused, but disbelief clouded John’s expression.
 
   Cece took a bold step into the room, and Jason exploded from his chair. In four furious strides he was in front of her, appearing larger and more dangerous than I’d ever seen him. “You are never to go near Dani again. I’m watching you. If you touch her, you’re gone.” I wasn’t sure if ‘gone’ meant expelled from the group or implied a more permanent solution.
 
   Cece cried genuinely and reached out to touch Jason’s hand. “But Jase, I—”
 
   “GET OUT!” he roared.
 
   She did.
 
   In the ringing silence, John surprised everyone by saying, “You can watch Cece all you want, but I’ll be watching that one.” His finger pointed straight to my heart. He walked out of the room, pausing in the doorway to gloat. “I hope you enjoy looking at what you can’t have anymore. Cece’s with me now. She chose me.” And then he was gone.
 
   Hunter took a single step toward the exit to follow his friend but didn’t complete the action. He turned to meet Jason’s eyes and then mine. “I…I’m sorry,” he apologized weakly. “She lied. Said you attacked her for no reason. I don’t know you very well, but I do know her—I should’ve known better. I assumed the worst of you, and I’m sorry. I…I hope someday you can forgive me.” He hurried out of the room.
 
   Shutting the door, Chris said conversationally, “Well, I thought that might actually end in a fight. Can you imagine? Our merry little band of travelers would completely collapse…there’d be blood…probably some of us would die…”
 
   Ignoring her, Jason squatted down in front of me. “Why don’t you lay down in here and try to get some sleep? It’s just after midnight, and Chris and I still have some work to do, so…,”…we’ll be here…we’ll look out for you, hung unsaid.
 
   In the background, Chris continued talking to herself. “…At least four of the men’ve had their eyes on Cece…I wonder how many she’ll have believing her by morning…could be difficult though…divide us further…”
 
   “Really? I mean, um…okay,” I said, accepting Jason’s offer with relief. I really didn’t want to be alone.
 
   As Jason and Chris resettled at the little table in the far corner, I curled up on top of the bed’s quilt, dangling my hand over the edge to rub Jack’s scruff.
 
   An hour later I was still awake, silent tears sliding across my face. I’d been crying long enough for my pillow to grow noticeably damp. What would I do if our roles were reversed? What if Cece had caused a delay that kept me from getting to Zoe in time? What if Zoe had been murdered?
 
   I’d blame her. I knew it for truth the second I thought it. Guilt seemed to wrap around me, heavy and constrictive. It’s my fault.
 
   I tried to remain quiet, but the tears grew more insistent, demanding the participation of my whole body.
 
   A chair creaked in the opposite corner of the room. “No,” I heard Jason murmur. “I got it. Let’s call it a night.”
 
   There was the scratch of chair legs on the floor, a dozen muffled steps, and the groan of the mattress depressing behind me. Remotely, I registered the sound of the door and figured Chris had left the room.
 
   Softly, Jason touched my arm. “You okay?”
 
   I could feel his heat radiating near my back. With only the thin blanket as cover, I was cold. It had taken the suggestion of Jason’s warmth for me to notice.
 
   I shook my head and managed to croak, “It’s my fault Kasey’s dead,” before silent, convulsive sobs overtook me completely.
 
   “It’s not your fault,” Jason whispered fiercely. “Cece should blame herself. She could’ve gone straight to Portland, but she chose to follow me. I’d decided to go after you hours before we left, and she knew it…and dammit, Dani, I’d make the same decision every time if it meant you’d survive.”
 
   I cried harder.
 
   In a heartbeat, Jason’s arms were around me, his body curled behind mine. I could feel his breath rustling my mussed curls as he promised, “She won’t touch you again. I won’t let her.”
 
   Finally, warmth! I thought ecstatically as he held me tightly against him. Once again, I felt like I was in the protective embrace of a warrior—vengeful and fearsome. Slowly, my sobs died down, and I fell asleep.
 
    
 
   ~~~~~
 
    
 
   When I woke, the pale light of the December morning poured through lacy curtains, illuminating a white-washed dresser and rickety oak table on the opposite side of the room. I was nestled against Jason’s relaxed body—my head rested on his chest and my arm draped haphazardly across his middle. His heart beat loudly beneath my ear, far too rapidly for someone still sleeping. One of his arms was hooked around my back, allowing his hand to grasp my waist. The other moved gently as he twirled one of my stray crimson curls. At some point during the chilly night he had covered us both with an antique patchwork quilt.
 
   Oh. My. God. I’m cuddling with Jason! Umm…uh… My thoughts faded to incoherency as I pretended I was one of the women Jason truly desired, not just one he comforted out of pity.
 
   I hesitantly looked up at him, and as soon as our eyes met, the tranquil expression slid off his face. He didn’t know I was awake, I noted, disappointed. He was probably imagining I was someone else, too.
 
   “Are you feeling better?” he asked softly. The handsome face gazing at me could have been carved from marble for all of the emotion it showed.
 
   I nodded.
 
   Seconds later, Jason extracted himself from our tangled position, and I was suddenly cold and alone on the bed. “Well, um,” he said gruffly, “we should get ready.” He disappeared out the bedroom door, letting Chris slide in.
 
   “I see you’re up,” she said, and the day began.
 
    
 
    
 
   Date: December 19, 8:00 AM
 
   From: Danielle O’Connor
 
   To: Zoe Cartwright
 
   Subject: Drama, drama, and more drama!
 
    
 
   Hi Zo,
 
    
 
   So, wow…you’ve got some visitors. Do you think you’ll all stay together? I’m glad you have some more people to interact with. I know you were getting pretty frustrated with Dave. And they’re military people so they can do a really good job of keeping you safe. That makes me super happy!
 
    
 
   Okay, I’ve got a lot to tell you, but I don’t have much time. I apologize in advance for the potential incoherency of this email.
 
    
 
   First, Cece sort of attacked me last night while I was sleeping. She seems to think that, along with killing her sister, I’m out to take Jason away from her. Too bad for her, he’s already gone. Not that he’s with me…he’s just not with her. Ha!
 
    
 
   Anyway, John is apparently her boy toy now, and he jumps at her every whim. Since he woke this morning, he’s been trying to convince members of our group to blame me for pretty much every death not caused by the virus. He and Cece have managed to sway a few other guys to their way of thinking. She’s eerily good at manipulating people...well, guys mostly. Maybe she trades them sexual favors or something? 
 
    
 
   K, I know you tend to get weirded out when I gush about your brother…which is understandable, but you’re the only best friend I’ve got (lucky you!), so suck it up and listen. Yeah, umm…Jason slept with me. I mean, like sleep slept. I was crying, he comforted me, and then we just fell asleep. Really, NOTHING happened. Just cuddling, I promise. Though my stomach does get kind of fluttery when I think about it. But that’s bad, right? I mean, so soon after Cam? Besides, wanting Jason means almost certain misery—he’s like a Venus Flytrap for women. You can stop gagging now…
 
    
 
   Also man-related, there’s a mysterious guy who keeps showing up in my horrible Cam dreams...and he sort of kissed me before I woke up last night. I didn’t mean for it to happen. Oh my God, why am I even talking about this—he’s not real!
 
    
 
   My thoughts are too chaotic…I need you to tell me what the hell is going on in my head. How could I possibly dream of kissing some strange man when Cam has barely been gone for 10 days? How could I even consider being excited about cuddling with another guy? What the hell is wrong with me? I loved Cam! I know I did—I still do! Agghhhh! I miss you and need your amazing insight. Like, a lot.
 
    
 
   Ciao,
 
   Dani
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   Zoe
 
    
 
    
 
   Date: December 19, 11:00 AM
 
   From: Zoe Cartwright
 
   To: Danielle O’Connor
 
   Subject: I’m telling Dave tonight and Cece is a BITCH
 
    
 
   Hey D,
 
    
 
   First of all, I really want to beat the shit out of Cece. Just thinking about her makes me want to punch something. Got a picture and some darts? It could be therapeutic...I’m just saying. 
 
    
 
   Oh, and under NO circumstances should you be held responsible for anyone’s death, D. No matter what Cece or any of her tools say. I’m so frustrated that you’re even in this situation. Nothing that’s happened in this goddamn apocalypse is your fault! Trust me.
 
    
 
   As for helping you interpret your chaotic feelings, I’m not sure what I can do. I know you loved Cam, so I can’t even imagine how difficult it is for you to be away from him. I’m sure the fact that he never liked Jason makes all of this even harder. But, I also know you’ve always had feelings for Jason. It doesn’t surprise me that you’re battling feelings for him now. You’re only human, D. I say just go with the flow. Just be careful. I know that probably isn’t very helpful. And kissing this MG (mystery guy)? Well, you gotta get action somewhere (kidding). I wouldn’t worry too much about it. It is just a dream.
 
    
 
   Unlike the soap opera you’re starring in, there’s nothing too crazy going on over here. Sarah and Biggs are batting eyes at each other, and Sanchez and Harper are hard at work mapping out a route to Fort Knox. Apparently, we’re headed to Kentucky, and yes, I said “we.” We’ve decided to stick together, and I’m really happy about it. Anyway, Sanchez thinks there are more military personnel there and that it would be a good idea to team up with them. 
 
    
 
   On the Dave front…he’s still ignoring me. The bitchy side of me wants to say “screw you, get over yourself,” but I need to patch things up with him. If I don’t, I know I’ll regret it later. It’s not like I have a plethora of friends and can afford to burn bridges. I’ve decided I’m going to talk to him today. I just have to wait for the right time, whenever that might be. I’m not really looking forward to it…at all. I’ll keep you posted. Wish me luck! This could turn out really good or REALLY bad. 
 
    
 
   Remember to keep Jack with you at all times, and stay away from Cece. SHE’S THE DEVIL!
 
    
 
   Hasta,
 
   Zoe
 
    
 
    
 
   After taking my third shot in an hour, I could feel liquid courage seeping its way into my body. As Harper dealt a fifth hand of poker to Sarah and me, I tried not to think about how Dave would react when I told him the truth about what was wrong with me. I wasn’t sure if I wanted the others to know about my strange ability, and I wondered if he would tell them. 
 
   What if they banish me from the group? I was probably over-thinking everything, but I couldn’t help it. Booze tended to jump start my dramatic tendencies.
 
   I’d planned on confronting Dave right after I woke, but the potential repercussions had frightened me into silence. Not sure what to do, I’d turned to one of the bottles of Tequila we’d hidden from Dave. I’d needed to settle my nerves, knowing the talk would happen sooner rather than later.
 
   Part of me pondered the probability that he would be disgusted or think I was a liar. But another part of me—the enlightened, drunk Zoe—was sure he’d gather me into his arms and tell me we’d figure out what was happening together. I wanted him to tell me everything would be okay.
 
   Tossing the playing cards onto the coffee table in victory, I pulled my right leg into my chest and rested my chin on my knee. My insides were warm and coated with temporary liberation.  
 
   “You win again, my raven-haired friend.” Harper winked at me and excused himself to grab another drink.
 
   As I worked up the nerve to talk to Dave, I recalled the many times he’d come to my rescue. Not just in my weakest moments, but by being my friend and confidant in Dani’s absence. Dave had picked me up and taken care of me after my wisdom teeth had been removed. He’d given me tickets to the Smithsonian after my first exhibit opening, and he’d taken me to the National Arboretum to see the redwoods; I’d always missed them, being away from home.
 
   Although cocky and self-centered, Dave was a good guy, and remembering his kindness gave me the fortitude to tell him everything. Right now, I rallied.
 
   He’d limped his way outside moments before, and if I didn’t act fast, I would miss my opportunity to be alone with him. Standing from my warm perch by the fire, I stumbled slightly before catching myself on the arm of the sofa. Harper’s arm found its way around my shoulders, holding me upright. Wide-eyed, I looked up at him, wondering what his strong hands might feel like on the small of my back.
 
   I shook my head.
 
   “You okay, Baby Girl?” His eyes darkened as we both considered our proximity. Baby Girl, again? I tried to be annoyed, but I was lost in his asking eyes.
 
   I’m drunk. I smiled and straightened myself. “Yeah, I just stood up too fast. Thanks.” 
 
   Inching backward to remove myself from his enticing hold, I continued toward the front door. I could still feel the heat of Harper’s gaze as I walked away, but he said nothing.
 
   “Where’re you going?” Sanchez inquired as she stepped out from the hallway. Her hair was down, and she wore a tank top and sweatpants. I was surprised by how normal she looked without the formality of her uniform.
 
   I nodded toward the front door. “Dave’s outside. I thought I’d check on him.”
 
   “Dave isn’t using his cane…maybe you should,” she said dryly and walked away. Was that a joke? I couldn’t believe it.
 
   Readying myself for the blistering cold, I approached the front door. I stuffed my too-long hair into the neck of my pullover, pulled up my hood, and added a black scarf for good measure. Grabbing ear muffs and a blanket, I opened the door.
 
   The cold air was icy against my face, but the alcohol that flowed through my body still warmed my insides. The night was dark and quiet. If it were a clear night back home, Dani would’ve come over to watch for shooting stars and make wishes about boys. But that seemed like a lifetime ago.
 
   Trying to stay on course, I scanned the shadows for Dave. He was right where I’d expected him to be, sitting in an old rocking chair at the far side of the porch and brooding. As I moved to sit in the chair beside him, his eyes remained fixed on the blackness that swallowed the landscape around us.
 
   I shuddered as the cold snuck into my warm cocoon of clothing. “It’s freezing. What’re you doing out here?” 
 
   “Getting some air,” was all he said.
 
   We sat in silence for a moment. I craned my neck to look out beyond the porch awning at the twinkling stars. 
 
   “I’m sorry about the other night, Dave. I didn’t mean to—”
 
   “I don’t want to talk about it,” he said sharply.
 
   “Well you have to,” I snapped back. “You’re barely speaking to me. I think you’ve said three words to me all day, and only because you had to.”
 
   I watched him, expecting a denial or an explanation, but no words came.
 
   “Look, you’re upset with me, and I understand why. I just need you to know what’s going on with me.” Everything after that came out in a rush. I knew it was going to sound insane to him regardless of my delivery, so I let the words flow before I chickened out.
 
   “Something’s happening to me. I know you’re going to think I’m crazy—that’s why I haven’t told you until now. But you need to know why I pushed you away.” I paused for a response, but he pretended to ignore me, so I continued, “I’ve been feeling weird lately. I get these strange feelings when I’m around people. It’s like a rush of sensations and images, but they’re not mine. It’s so unbelievable I don’t even know how to explain it. I don’t want it to happen, but I can’t help it. I can’t control it at all.” Uneasiness gnawed at me, but I tried to calm myself.
 
   Hearing my own words, I wasn’t surprised to see I’d gained his full attention. He was staring at me, his hazel eyes like black holes in the darkness.
 
   Finally, I thought. “When I touch you, I see things. They’re memories, I guess, in your mind. And I can feel what you’re feeling. When we were in the bedroom the other night, I saw myself in your mind, and…it was just too much.” 
 
   In the shadows, Dave looked like a statue, expressionless and completely devoid of life. Gone were the cocky grin and charming glint in his eyes.
 
   “Are you going to say something?” I snapped. You make me want to scream!
 
   Just as I was about to, he said, “Are you telling me you can read minds? That you’ve read my mind?” His voice was thick with disbelief, and he laughed at me. “All this time I was dating a psychic,” he joked.
 
   “Don’t be an ass, Dave. It’s more of a feeling, and it just started happening. I can’t predict the future or anything.”
 
   The relief of finally telling someone made me want to cry tears of joy, but the fact that it was Dave and that he was being a dick made me regret my decision. I was fearful of what might happen next. In the palpable silence, I could hear my heartbeat quicken with dread. 
 
   Oh my God. Dani was wrong. I shouldn’t have told him. This isn’t what I expected. I don’t know what I expected. I should’ve told Sarah. He’s going to tell everyone. They’ll leave me here!
 
   “Dave?” I leaned toward him cautiously, realizing drinking in preparation hadn’t been the best idea. The alcohol made me feel out of control and paranoid. Stop it, Zoe. You’ll be fine. Just lie and say you’re drunk and don’t know what came over you. Somewhat satisfied with the idea, I took a deep breath and said, “Never mind. I’m drunk. Don’t mind me. You were right; I really just don’t have any feelings—”
 
   Before I could finish, the front door creaked open, and Biggs stepped out. “Hey, where’s the police station? We want to check it for working vehicles and gas.” I caught his attention as I brushed a loose strand of hair from my face, and Biggs straightened. “Sorry, Zoe…I didn’t realize you were…out here.”
 
   “I’ll show you on the map,” Dave offered and stood.
 
   “Dave—” I reached for his arm, but he shrugged me off as he hobbled into the house.
 
   For the first time, I wished I could see his thoughts. And kick his ass. What happens next?
 
    
 
    
 
   Date: December 19, 10:45 PM
 
   From: Zoe Cartwright
 
   To: Danielle O’Connor
 
   Subject: I told Dave
 
    
 
   Hey D,
 
    
 
   So my plan to tell Dave backfired. About 30 minutes ago, I told him why I was acting strange and that I didn’t know what was wrong with me or what to do. He didn’t say much and then just walked away. What if he tells everyone? Worst-case scenario: he thinks I’m losing my mind and tells Sanchez. If they think I’m one of the Crazies, they’ll leave me behind. Maybe I AM, and they SHOULD leave me behind. I don’t feel sick, but I also have no plausible explanation for what’s happening to me. Is it because I was sick for a while? But if that’s the case, if it’s because of the virus, it wouldn’t just be me, would it? Other people would be experiencing the same thing too. 
 
    
 
   So far, it doesn’t seem like Dave’s told anyone. I hope he doesn’t, but honestly, he’s a wild card at this point. He won’t even look at me. Harper, on the other hand, knows something’s wrong. He keeps watching me and asking me if I’m okay. I want to tell him everything. I feel like I can trust him, but I felt that way about Dave too. Now look at the situation I’m in.
 
    
 
   BTW, we should be in Fort Knox by nightfall tomorrow. I’ll write to you when I can. Wish me luck. I think I’m going to need it. Take care, my friend.
 
    
 
   Hasta la vista,
 
   Zoe
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   Dani
 
    
 
    
 
   “I think he wants to talk to you about something,” Chris told me quietly, nodding in Jason’s direction. He walked several paces ahead of us on the cracked sidewalk. 
 
   I watched his confident movements and shook my head. “So why doesn’t he just do it?” I asked, thinking back on the dozens of times throughout the day that Jason had met my eyes, only to stride away.
 
   Chris pursed her lips and took a deep breath. “I don’t know. He’s acting like a little girl.”
 
   Maybe he likes me, I thought as butterflies whirled erratically in my stomach. Maybe he wants to set things straight, to tell me he’s not interested. The butterflies turned sickly and died.
 
   Seriously, how old am I? Jason wasn’t the only one acting like a little girl.
 
   Lost in thought, I peered around the small-town street we’d been exploring all afternoon. In reality, there hadn’t been much to explore, and what there had been was pretty run-down. The shops had offered little, but the building we currently approached held promise—it was a library, and it stood out in its modernity. Maybe we can find some books on something useful, like foraging or repairing power plants or building time machines…
 
   Jason reached the glass door first and held it open for Chris and me.
 
   “Such a gentleman,” Chris exclaimed as she entered the building. “Who would’ve thought?” Within seconds she had her assault rifle drawn and set out on a sweep of the aisles and alcoves.
 
   My entrance, however, was halted by Jason’s firm grip on my arm. Looking down, I was inappropriately excited to see his gloved hand wrapped around my sleeve. My heart gave an enthusiastic thump, which I tried to ignore.
 
   “Jason, what—”
 
   “Can we talk?” He looked down at me intently, his clenched jaw making the already sharp angles of his face more severe. I briefly wondered what it would be like to have an irate Jason staring me down as he’d done to Cece the previous night. I hoped to never find out.
 
   Beside me, Jack barked, and I turned my attention to him. “It’s okay, Sweet Boy. Go with Chris.”
 
   He whined but trotted off obediently. He might be the smartest dog ever.
 
   Jason led me inside and locked the door behind us. He didn’t let go of my arm until he’d dragged me through the open entryway, beyond several aisles of reference books, and into a secluded nook created by two towering bookshelves and a sky-blue wall.
 
   “Well?” I asked, pressing my back against the wall while he paced. Three steps away. Stop. Turn. Three steps back.
 
   Pausing while facing me, Jason stared at the wall a few inches to the left of my head. “It’s my fault, what happened last night,” he said quietly.
 
   I shrugged my shoulders in an attempt at nonchalance. “Oh? I didn’t know anyone was to blame. We’re both adults—a little cuddling’s no big deal.” It’s not like I’ve been thinking about it all day or anything, I thought sarcastically.
 
   Jason’s eyebrows lowered, and his eyes suddenly locked on mine. “What? That was—” After a moment of tense silence, he shook the scowl off his face. “That’s not what I’m talking about. I meant what happened with Cece.” His pacing resumed.
 
   That was…what? Amazing? A really big mistake? As I watched him, the now familiar tangle of emotions—self-loathing, guilt, and desire—nauseated me.
 
   Taking a deep breath, Jason faced me again. His eyes bored into mine, imploring. “Before she went to your room, she stopped by mine. She thought we could just keep…that things would stay the same. After everything she said to you. After she hit you.” His eyes squeezed shut and his mouth pinched at the corners.
 
   When he finally opened his eyes again, they gleamed. “I could kill that bitch for what she did.”
 
   My breath caught. “I…I don’t understand,” I said and stepped away from the wall. “What’s that have to do with what she did to me last night?” I stopped a foot away from Jason, his size making me feel smaller than usual.
 
   He squeezed his hands into fists at his sides and gritted his teeth. “When she came to my room, I turned her away…said I was done with her, that she disgusted me. I’m pretty sure the next thing she did was sneak into your room.”
 
   “Jason, it’s—”
 
   “I can’t believe I was so fucking stupid. She could’ve killed you.” He reached his gloved hand out but let it drop before he touched me.
 
   “Jason. It’s okay.” In one step, I closed the distance between us and wrapped my arms around his neck. He was so unbelievably solid. “I’m okay,” I said against his thick jacket.
 
   He returned the embrace fiercely, lifting me until I was on tiptoes. With his chin resting on my head, I could feel him swallow, could feel him clear his throat. I pulled back enough to meet his eyes and inhaled to speak, but he beat me to it.
 
   “Well,” Jason said hastily, releasing me and taking a step back, “we should look around. See what trouble Johnson’s gotten into.” He strode out of the alcove with me following a few steps behind.
 
   Um, okay…
 
   Looking over his shoulder at me, Jason wore his familiar, knowing half-grin, hiding whatever shreds of real emotion he’d let escape. “You know, Red, she probably thinks we’ve been playing naughty librarian in a hidden corner. Too bad you don’t wear glasses…”
 
   I stalked after him, berating myself for enjoying the images his words conjured. He was so damn frustrating. Whenever he let a hint of vulnerability show, he would try to fluster me with suggestive comments, attempting to make me forget. But forgetting was impossible. 
 
    
 
   ~~~~~
 
    
 
   Shortly after our return to the winery, I found myself flat on my back on the cold, damp grass behind the house. I stared up at the slowly darkening steel-gray sky while I recovered my breath. From having it knocked out of me. Again.
 
   Chris’s smirking face invaded my view of the thick cloud cover, and she held out her hand. She could at least have the courtesy to appear winded!
 
   “Ugh…Chris…I think…I’m done,” I managed to pant out eventually.
 
   She leaned down and grasped me under the armpits to haul me up. “Hon, you’re nowhere near done.” She strode several paces away and sat on a white bench bordered by bloomless rose bushes. “Come here. We can take a little break before Jason has a hissy fit.” She finished with an eye roll.
 
   I plopped down next to her. “Maybe I’m just not a fighter. What if I never get any better?”
 
   “Then you never get better. But that won’t happen.” Chris watched the two men grappling thirty yards away. Jason had Ky in a particularly uncomfortable position on the lawn.
 
   “What makes you so sure?”
 
   She caught my eye and grinned conspiratorially. “‘Cause I’m training you…and I’m awesome.”
 
   I tried to laugh, I really did, but I couldn’t stop myself from dwelling on the fact that I barely knew anything about Chris. She definitely was awesome, but what else was she? Who had she been before? Why had she left the base? 
 
   “Um…I’ve been thinking,” I said, but hesitated. 
 
   Chris laughed softly. “You tend to do that. It drives him crazy sometimes, you know.”
 
   “I’m sure.” I joined her soft laughter. “But why are you here? Okay, wow, I didn’t mean that to sound so horrible.” I shook my head in frustration.
 
   Angling my knees toward her, I tried again. “Why’d you leave the base with Jason? Why’d any of you leave? When you guys talk about it you make it sound like you had to escape or something. What…I just don’t understand…”
 
   Still looking straight ahead, Chris’s eyes became distant, and she swallowed. “My boys—twins—got sick. They both passed the last week of November. They were almost five. Would’ve started kindergarten next fall.” She shook her head, her face reminding me of a stone angel in a graveyard.
 
   I clasped her hand and cleared my throat, but my voice was weak when I spoke. “Oh Chris, I’m so sorry. I…I had no idea.”
 
   “Why would you? I didn’t tell anyone. Jason’s the only one who knew anything about my family before…this.” She gestured mildly with one hand. “My ex and I’d been divorced for a year. The boys were staying with him when they got sick. They barely lasted two days, and I blamed him. I wanted to beat him to death for killing them, but the Virus killed him a few days later.”
 
   I squeezed her hand, horrified by what she’d been through.
 
   “Children aren’t supposed to die before their parents. That’s what everyone says. But dammit, I don’t think any of this was supposed to happen,” Chris said desperately.
 
   Of course not, I thought.
 
   “Our base was on lockdown. But this was unlike any lockdown I’d ever seen. Hundreds of soldiers patrolled the perimeter day and night after the first reported flu death.” She squinted in thought. “That was in mid-November. I doubt you heard about it…the military kept it quiet. We heard gunshots all the time. Jason told me…” She shook her head. “He said people were getting shot when they tried to leave base. I didn’t believe it until I saw it myself—we don’t go after our own, not like that.” 
 
   After a long pause she continued, “But the real kicker was that some people were allowed to leave—only if they were wearing a special yellow armband on both sleeves of their uniform. Like they were chosen. Like they were ready for this. None of it makes sense.”
 
   Unable to speak, I swallowed repeatedly. I felt like a vacuum had sucked every drop of moisture from my mouth. Her words implied that the military had known about the Virus…had known about it and had just let it kill everyone. My next thought shocked me like a bucket of icy water. Holy crap…did they create the Virus?
 
   Chris started up again, “Jason knew what’d happened to my family, knew that I needed to get away from that place. They’d been dead for over a week when he came to me with his plan. So we gathered our little group, barely managed to steal some of the yellow armbands…that was really weird actually. The guy guarding ‘em was literally about to shoot us until Jason stepped closer to talk him down—it was like the guard got really confused all of a sudden. Anyway, we got the hell out of there a few hours later. It didn’t go the way we’d planned, but we got out.”
 
   Finally looking at me, Chris said, “And now we’re here.”
 
   I sat back heavily against the bench. “Um…okay. Wow.”
 
   “Well, now I need to blow off some steam,” she patted my thigh. “Run through the exercises I taught you. Twice.” Chris stood abruptly and marched straight for Jason and Ky.
 
   Her opening strike at Jason was the last thing I noticed before I lost myself to the yoga-like poses. As I replayed her words and considered the possibility that somebody had orchestrated the end of civilization, images of maniacal scientists danced through my head. 
 
   “Bend your knees more, but keep your back straight,” Ky said behind me.
 
   Startled, I fell on my butt. “What is it with you Green Berets? Did you all take advanced classes in ‘how to sneak up on people’ or something?” I complained, picking myself up and brushing off my stretchy black pants.
 
   When I rounded on Ky, he held his hands in the air like he was caught in a stick up, but merriment crinkled the corners of his slanted eyes. “Sorry, D.”
 
   “D.” I smiled sadly and shook my head. “Cam…that’s what he called me.” I resumed my previous pose, appearing to sit on an invisible chair.
 
   Looking down at the slightly overgrown grass, Ky stuck his hands into his pants pockets and said, “Oh, um…sorry. I won’t…”
 
   “Don’t worry about it. It’s also what Zoe calls me…she’s Jason’s sister,” I clarified. “Hearing you call me that makes me feel a little better…reminds me of before.” I lowered myself to the ground for the next position. “You know, being around you guys makes this whole thing easier to deal with. Everybody’s lost someone—lots of someones really. We’re all going through the same thing. Plus, I think Chris is magical or something. It’s like she draws the shitty feelings out and heals me from inside. She makes me feel…okay.”
 
   I laughed breathily, Can he tell I’m serious? He’ll think I’m nutso!
 
   Ky sat down on the bench and watched Chris and Jason spar. I was surprised by how well Chris was holding her own against Jason.
 
   I looked up at Ky. “Sorry, that was probably way more info than you wanted.”
 
   “No worries. It’s good to hear someone talk about what’s going on.” He gestured toward the estate house. “These guys aren’t big on sharing. The military doesn’t exactly draw in the touchy-feely type. So we walk around pretending everything’s cool, but really all this repression just turns us into hair-trigger dickheads.”
 
   Tell me about it, I thought as I stood to stretch my tired muscles.
 
   Ky continued, “I, uh, I’ve noticed that about Chris too. We should all be freaking out way more, but something about her…I don’t know. It’s like she really does something. And—” He paused to take a deep breath. “There’s something else. Have you noticed anything different? About you, I mean.”
 
   About me? Like what? Like Zoe? “Um…no?” I sat down beside him. “Have you?”
 
   Ky closed his eyes for so long I thought he might not answer. He raised one eyelid, watching me through the narrow slit. “I get these feelings. It’s been happening ever since I recovered. From the Virus, I mean.”
 
   When he turned his reticent gaze on me, my heart melted. He’s afraid. Of what?
 
   “I felt it when Cece went into your room last night. It was like I was watching a horror movie, and the suspenseful music was playing and getting louder and louder. I knew something bad was about to happen. And it also happened this morning in town right before I opened the door to a house. Some psycho bitch was waiting for us inside…with a baseball bat. She nearly smashed in Dalton’s head before I shot her. It’s like I can tell when bad stuff is going to happen—before it happens.” He looked away. “I know it sounds insane.”
 
   Yeah, I thought, but my heart wasn’t in it. This wasn’t the first crazy-sounding power I’d heard about. I stared ahead and watched the end of the battle between Chris and Jason. She beckoned for him to start again, but he shook his head and headed our way.
 
   “Crazy or not, I have to warn you,” Ky whispered.
 
   Surprised, I turned to face him. “Warn me? About what?”
 
   He leaned in. “Cece. The feeling’s building up around her like it’s gonna explode. And she hates you…sorry. So I’m thinking the explosion isn’t gonna mean anything good for you. Be careful, okay?”
 
   This isn’t real, right? He can’t know that, can he? But…what if he is like Zoe? And what about Chris? My thoughts were frantic. I grasped my left wrist as dread seeped into my body, turning my bones to ice.
 
   Ky straightened and laughed. “Hey man, I saw you get your ass kicked by a girl. Was she too much for you? Is that why you ran away?”
 
   Jason glanced between Ky and me before he responded. “She needed it.” His tone was razor sharp.
 
   Ky stood abruptly and backed toward the house. “Right, well…I just remembered…I’ve got this thing…” He turned and jogged away.
 
   Jason quickly took Ky’s spot on the bench. “What was that all about?”
 
   “Nothing,” I responded instinctively. What the hell is up with this bench today?
 
   “It didn’t look like nothing.”
 
   I rolled my eyes and heaved a sigh. “He was just telling me something…about himself, Jason. It’s got nothing to do with you.”
 
   “Fine, whatever. Show me what you learned today. Johnson!” he called to Chris, who was doing sit-ups on the lawn. “Get your ass over here.”
 
   I groaned, “You can’t be serious. I’m too tired!”
 
   He stared at me with all the sympathy of a stone.
 
   “Ready to go again?” Chris asked him when she reached us.
 
   “No,” Jason said, not looking away from me. “Spar with this little girl. I want to see if anything’s sinking in.”
 
   As I stood and walked away from the bench to face off against Chris, I made sure to add a little extra sway to my hips. Little girl, my ass.
 
    
 
    
 
   Date: December 21, 11:55 PM
 
   From: Danielle O’Connor
 
   To: Zoe Cartwright
 
   Subject: You’re not alone
 
    
 
   Zo,
 
    
 
   I’m sorry that it’s been a few days since I wrote. Jason and Chris are working me extra hard. It’s just ‘cause they’re worried and want me to be able to protect myself…but now I’m always pooped!
 
    
 
   They were both with me yesterday as we searched Gold Hill. I appreciate their support and protection, but it kind of reminds me that half the group hates me right now and that I’m a weakling of a partner. I’m trying my best to believe what you said, but it’s hard not to feel responsible for so many deaths, especially when I’m surrounded by people who think the exact opposite. 
 
    
 
   Today, I was with just Jason. We scouted for gas but found little, only in cars locked in garages. What use will cars be when the fuel’s completely gone? At least the garage shopping led us to some other useful supplies. We found a stockpile of MREs—those totally disgusting military meals that stay good for like a million years—and some guns. They were locked up, but that didn’t stop Jason. We stocked up on enough weapons for everyone in our group several times over and enough ammo for all of us to get in plenty of target practice. I’m working really hard on learning how to use my little handgun. It’s funny…I always hated guns or was at least afraid of them, but now I sleep with one.
 
    
 
   To update you on the Cece situation...we’re avoiding each other like the plague (ha). I honestly think Jason would kick her to the curb except he’s worried about losing the bodies that would go with her (and supplies too). Seriously, a bunch of the guys worship her now…they’re like her own personal harem of dutiful slaves. It’s creepy.
 
    
 
   Anyway, tomorrow we head out again to continue our insanely slow journey to Bodega Bay. I’m pretty sure we only have one more stop until we get there. Will we be too late? I’m trying not to let myself dwell on that thought. I haven’t been very successful.
 
    
 
   BTW, Dave is a weak asshole. Forget him. I’m really sorry that I encouraged you to tell him about your superpower. I feel kind of responsible. Sad face. Hug.
 
    
 
   I know you’re totally freaking out about what’s happening to you, so I thought this might make you feel better. I think it is happening to other people too...like, it’s a mutation caused by the virus or something. See, Chris, she’s sort of able to make people feel better. And I don’t just mean giving a hug and talking it out. She sits down with someone who’s about to have a meltdown, and five minutes later they’re fine. She’s done it to me a bunch of times. I think it’s the reason I’m handling Cam’s death so well. Because, really, I’m handling it too well. Like, unnaturally well. Plus, this guy in my group is pretty sure he can feel when bad things are about to happen…in fact, he feels it all the time around Cece. The point is—you are not alone (cue the Michael Jackson song).
 
    
 
   So you’re going to Fort Knox? That’s sort of hilarious. You should take a bar of gold just for fun. Ha! But, wherever you are, stay safe, okay? I miss you.
 
    
 
   Ciao,
 
   Dani
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   Zoe
 
    
 
    
 
   It took us seven excruciating hours to drive to Fort Knox. Luckily Biggs and Harper had found a fuel-filled police cruiser, making our journey less cramped. Unfortunately, any potential silence was interrupted by the sound of the police scanner clicking in and out of range. If it hadn’t been for Harper’s friendly smile and his seductive, throaty laugh, Dave’s sulking probably would’ve driven me mad.
 
   “Hopefully we’ll hear another broadcast today,” Harper said as we neared our destination. He looked back at Dave and then up at me, sensing the tension between us. I’d been trying, unsuccessfully, to ignore my memory of the horrible conversation I’d had with Dave two nights earlier. I’d originally offered to ride with Sanchez and the others in Dave’s truck, but being around her was equally unnerving, so I’d opted to ride in the same car as my fallen-out friend. 
 
   Dave had made himself right at home in the uncomfortable backseat, stretching out his legs and folding his arms behind his head. He was pretending to be unfazed by my presence, and I didn’t mind—I really didn’t want to have a confrontation in front of Harper. I did, however, allow myself a smile every time Dave repositioned himself on the vinyl seat. There was something satisfying in seeing him behind the metal cage separating us. 
 
   Finding fuel had been difficult, but Biggs and Harper’s resourcefulness had resulted in just enough gas to transport us to Kentucky. But what about to Colorado? 
 
   “What makes that base in Colorado so special anyway?” I asked and cleared my throat—my voice was hoarse from disuse. “I mean, I’m surprised the Colony isn’t in D.C. or in Virginia by the Pentagon…someplace that makes a little more sense.” I looked at Harper. “Any idea?” 
 
   He shrugged. “We heard the same broadcast as you.”
 
   I tried not to grow hopeful. “Maybe they’ve created an anti-Virus.” Maybe they can fix whatever’s wrong with me.
 
   “Yeah, maybe.” Harper squinted skeptically, but the rest of his expression remained unchanged. 
 
   I looked out the window, watching the abandoned town outside of Fort Knox pass by as we wound our way through the deserted streets. I imagined its lonely storefronts crowded with people—eating at the quaint cafes, waiting at the bus stops, and walking in and out of the little shops. Instead, the sidewalks were desolate and littered with garbage. I tried not to think about the rotting corpses and the Crazies that surely haunted the dark corners of the town, instead taking inventory of what supplies the town might have to offer. 
 
   I pointed to a large, boxy building behind a taco joint. “There’s a hospital over there.” 
 
   “Good eye,” Harper approved. “We’ll have to check it out later when we have the whole team…I’m sure there are a few Crazies waiting for us in there.”
 
   Dave barked a laugh but said nothing as he pulled a bottle of Tequila out of his pack and brought it to his lips.
 
   I twisted in my seat. “Where’d you get that?” I asked angrily, knowing nothing good would come of him drinking again.
 
   “Don’t worry about it.” Dave’s voice was snippy, and he still hadn’t blinked an eye in my direction.
 
   Trying to control my temper, I rolled my eyes and faced forward again.
 
   Harper glanced over at me sympathetically, but I pretended not to notice. “What’s going on with you guys anyway?” he asked.
 
   “Nothing. Just a lover’s quarrel,” Dave joked caustically. “We have a history. Some sort of connection, if you will…”
 
   “I’ve noticed,” Harper said, keeping his eyes on the road. “You shouldn’t be drinking.” He glared into the rearview mirror, and I could feel his disappointment. “Not with all the pain meds I gave you.” 
 
   Dave scoffed. “I’m not the one you should be worried about,” he muttered under his breath.
 
   “Dammit Dave! You’re such an asshole! Get over yourself, and stop pouting!” I shouted. “It’s like we’re in fourth grade.”
 
   “If you two are finished…” Harper pointed at two imposing tanks flanking the entrance to the base. Welcome to Fort Knox, the sign read.
 
   Ignoring Dave, who was humming circus tunes in the back of the squad car, I took in the lifeless scene around me. The landscape was mostly barren except for the woods that crept up behind the towering brick buildings ahead.
 
   Harper hunched over the steering wheel to get a better view through the windshield. “This place is so old. I’m surprised it’s still standing.”
 
   We followed Dave’s truck along the winding roads in search of the location the broadcast had identified as the makeshift command post—the civilian barracks. “They said there were Survivors, but it doesn’t look like it,” Harper said, putting the car in park.
 
   As we sat in front of a large, gray building, the hair on the back of my neck stood on end. A sudden wave of wretchedness washed over me when I stepped out of the vehicle.
 
   I don’t like this place.
 
    
 
    
 
   Date: December 21, 5:15 PM
 
   From: Zoe Cartwright
 
   To: Danielle O’Connor
 
   Subject: Something’s not right...
 
    
 
   D,
 
    
 
   We have arrived! We’re at Fort Knox, and I’m completely creeped out right now. Captain Jones and Second Lieutenant Taylor (they seem particularly attached to their titles) are the officers in charge here. In fact, they appear to be the only military people left. I don’t like the way they’ve been looking at Sarah and me. There’s an unquenchable thirst in their eyes. It’s really disturbing. Since we arrived, Harper and Sanchez haven’t been away from Jones, so I haven’t had a chance to tell to them about my bad feeling. 
 
    
 
   At least I have Harper to talk to amidst this whole fiasco. Sarah’s lost to her swooning heart, and Sanchez and I aren’t really on friendly terms. Dave is deplorable. Harper though, he seems to have befriended me. 
 
    
 
   As for my weird powers, I’m definitely comforted to hear that some of your people are experiencing something like I am. It makes me feel a little less...crazy. However, I’m not so comforted by what your friend said about Cece. I reiterate…BE CAREFUL. Please.
 
    
 
   Jones is walking toward me. Great…he looks like he wants something. I’ll write again soon.
 
    
 
   Hasta,
 
   Zoe
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   Dani
 
    
 
    
 
   “LEARN.”
 
   It’s him. Turning in circles, I attempted to peer through the endless, gray mist. It was everywhere, dense and warm. I tried to escape it by running a dozen steps in a random direction, but the mist remained. It was oddly comforting, like soaking in a bubble bath with only candles for light.
 
   “LEARN.”
 
   Where is he? I looked up, but there was still only mist. Embracing, soothing, caressing—the foggy gray substance surrounded me. It seemed to exist in all physical states at once. It was gaseous, allowing movement and breath. It was liquid, pressing against every inch of my body. It was solid, brushing against my stomach and tickling my neck.
 
   “LEARN.”
 
   Is he doing this? He’s not even real! So, am I doing this? My body grew warm. My pajamas became uncomfortably tight and itchy. Brushing sweaty palms against my cotton shorts, I drew a ragged breath. My fingertips had grazed the bare skin of my thighs, causing a burst of fiery pleasure. What the hell?
 
   “LEARN.”
 
   “Learn what?” I rasped. The fog brushed against my ankles, then my knees, and then my thighs, creating unbearable tingles. I licked my lips and groaned, overwhelmed by the sensation. It was too much. I cleared my throat and screamed, “LEARN WHAT?”
 
   “LEA—”
 
   Suddenly the mist disappeared, and I floated in a sea of soothing, white nothingness.
 
   “Dani, wake up,” a man whispered.
 
    
 
   In bed, I lurched into a sitting position as I opened my eyes. In the faint dawn light I could see Jason’s face, tensed with a hint of concern, inches from my own. He was sitting on the edge of the bed with his hip pressed against the outside of my thigh. His hands gently gripped my bare shoulders. Everywhere he touched me, my skin burned with pleasure. Everywhere else ached for his touch.
 
   “You were moaning,” he murmured. “Bad dream?”
 
   Closing my eyes, I took a shuddering breath. I desperately needed to regain control of my body before I did something embarrassing. “Not exactly,” I breathed.
 
   When I reopened my eyes, Jason’s iris’s shone with such intensity they seemed to be composed of burning natural gas. Slowly, like falling feathers, his hands slid from my shoulders to my wrists.
 
   I looked down at the quilt, overwhelmed by the intensity of his gaze. “Please,” I whispered, unsure of what I was requesting. My body hummed in anticipation of where he might touch me next. At the same time, a small seed of doubt took root in my chest. Is he just teasing me?
 
   “Please what, Red?” he breathed, the words brushing against my neck like a caress. Out of the corner of my eye, I could see one side of his mouth quirk up in amusement. So he was just teasing me. He probably thought my infatuation with him was just one big decades-long joke.
 
   “Please stop touching me, Jason,” I said, proud of the steadiness of my voice.
 
   His hands closed around my wrists, and his thumbs stroked the sensitive, transparent skin. “Are you sure that’s what you want?”
 
   No. You are such an asshole. “Yes,” I snapped, ripping my wrists from his grasp. Using my go-to maneuver, I clambered across the empty bed, my escape only slightly hindered by the sheets, and fell off the opposite edge. At least I was running from humiliation rather than a crazy girl with a terrifyingly sharp knife.
 
   “Get over yourself. You’re not that amazing,” I spat. I stomped across the hall to the bathroom and slammed the door.
 
   “I’ll meet you on the lawn in fifteen minutes,” Jason called through the whitewashed wood. He was laughing. Dick.
 
   What the hell kind of dream was that? I wondered grumpily while I glared at my reflection in the mirror. My vibrant curls stuck out in all directions. Evidently it was a French braid day…again. I pondered chopping off the whole frizzy mess, but I figured a short, red afro wasn’t really my look.
 
   As I deftly braided my hair, I studied my face. How long has it been since I wore makeup? Two weeks? More? The thought was equally shocking and reassuring. I wasn’t just girly Dani anymore. I’d become survivor Dani, equipped with sore muscles and a practical fashion sense.
 
   After washing up, I returned to my room to dress and arm myself with my usual shoulder holster and pistol, assured that my nerve endings were back to normal. I tore open a peanut butter and chocolate chip protein bar as I exited the bedroom, tripping over my dog on the way out.
 
   Jack wagged his tail happily while I righted myself. “Good morning, Sweet Boy,” I said between bites.
 
   He yawned dramatically and bowed, earning the last nugget of the tasteless bar.
 
   As I lumbered down the stairs, a plan of revenge formed in my mind. I waved at Chris and Ky, apparently the only other people awake at such an ungodly hour, as I neared the front room’s largest window. I peeked around the heavy tan and green-striped curtain and spotted Jason standing on the lawn—he was staring off into the woods. Smiling, I led Jack to the back door, and we silently slipped out into the damp morning chill.
 
   Pausing on the back porch, I clicked my tongue, and my dog watched me intently. “Okay Jack,” I whispered, kneeling down in front of him. “You’re going to go that way.” I pointed to the left side of the house, and his eyes followed. “Find Jason. You need to be happy and loud.” I scratched his neck with both hands. He licked my cheek in return.
 
   “Go find Jason,” I commanded quietly and stood. Jack instantly trotted away, barking every few steps.
 
   Stalking in the opposite direction, I made my way around the house and found Jason watching Jack frolic like a month-old puppy. The grass muffled my steps as I snuck up behind him. I crouched, gliding the last few steps, and held my breath. Revenge is so sweet!
 
   I raised my foot and jammed it into the back of Jason’s leg, making his knee buckle. Before he could regain his balance, my arm snaked around his shoulders and yanked him to the ground. On his way down, he grasped my wrist and pulled me to the grass with him. I used the added momentum and sat heavily astride his abdomen.
 
   He grunted. “Ow,” he said once he’d regained his breath.
 
   Smiling down at him ecstatically, I bounced and proclaimed, “I win!”
 
   “You think?” he asked, raising his eyebrows.
 
   “Ha! I know!” I slapped his chest with both hands, hoping for another grunt. It didn’t come.
 
   Instead his gloved hands found my thighs and slid up to rest on my jean-covered hips. I was suddenly very aware of the fact that I was straddling him. Without warning, his hands tightened, and he flipped me over onto the cold grass. He grabbed my wrists and held them together above my head.
 
   I squirmed, attempting to dislodge his hold on me, but I might as well have been fighting against iron restraints.
 
   “Oh, Red. You’ll never beat me,” he whispered near my ear.
 
   In all of my wriggling, I’d managed to maneuver my right leg between both of his. I’d expended quite a bit of energy flailing about, but I had just enough left. With a grunt, I brought my leg up against his groin—hard.
 
   Groaning, Jason rolled off me and curled into the fetal position on the lawn.
 
   Jack ceased his enthusiastic prancing and jumping to crouch in front of Jason’s face. He sniffed and nuzzled the man until he received some weak pets.
 
   I sat up and reached out to touch Jason’s shoulder. “I’m sorry, Jason! But…you told me that’s what I’m supposed to do if a guy has me pinned to the ground.” He didn’t respond.
 
   “Jason, I…Are you mad at me?” I asked weakly.
 
   When Jason finally sat up and faced me, he was smiling, if a little sickly. “No. That was perfect. I wasn’t sure you had it in you to really hurt someone, but now I know.”
 
   “Oh. Um…thanks?”
 
   Jason stood, brushing off stray bits of grass. I did the same, still breathing heavier than normal from the exertion—and, possibly, from the excitement.
 
   “I’d say you’re warmed up,” he said. “Let’s wake everyone with some target practice.”
 
   We walked in silence, and as we neared the makeshift shooting range, I froze in horror. Three of the cardboard targets had been painted, each with a different blood-red word.
 
   SHOOT. 
 
   YOURSELF.
 
   DANI.
 
   It was Cece’s doing—it had to be. Unbidden, tears welled in my eyes, and I blinked them away angrily. I won’t let her make me cry!
 
   “This needs to end,” Jason growled, turning back toward the house. He made it three steps before I planted myself in front of him.
 
   “Jason, don’t you dare!” He stepped to the side to go around me, and I mirrored the motion.
 
   “Dani. Move.” His voice sounded hollow, determined.
 
   “No!” I yelled. In my best impression of my angry Irish grandma, I placed my hands on my hips and demanded, “You’re not going after her because of this. Can’t you see that’s what she wants you to do? She and John and the rest of her idiots are probably waiting for you right now. If you go after them…then what? We all get in a huge fight and end up killing each other? What happens to the rest of us if they take you out? Jason…you…your calm logic…that’s the only thing holding us together. Safety in numbers, remember? We need you. I need you.”
 
   His jaw clenched at my last statement.
 
   “You’re staying here, with me, and finishing this damn training session!” I tried my best to loom over him, which was difficult considering Jason was about a foot taller than me. I took a step toward him.
 
   Miraculously, he stepped back.
 
   Pretty sure he would follow, I brushed past him and returned to the shooting range. I hoped he didn’t hear my gigantic sigh of relief. If they kill him because of me, I don’t know what I’ll do.
 
   Jason stood by my side for the next hour and coached me until the hateful words were riddled with enough bullet holes that they were no longer legible.
 
    
 
    
 
   Date: December 22, 9:00 AM
 
   From: Danielle O’Connor
 
   To: Zoe Cartwright
 
   Subject: It’s getting old…
 
    
 
   Zo,
 
    
 
   So, I kind of had a run-in with Cece this morning. Is there such a thing as passive-aggressive bullying (I feel like I’m in elementary school saying “bully”)? If so, that’s what she’s doing. She’s such a bitch. Anyway, Jason woke me super early to get in some extra how-to-be-violent training. When we got to our little makeshift shooting range, the words “SHOOT YOURSELF DANI” were written on the targets. Jason was ready to march off and end things then and there, but somehow I managed to reign him in. Who would’ve thought?
 
    
 
   I know you probably disagree with my decision to stop him, but I think they (Cece, John, and company) are trying to get Jason to attack them. Because, you know, that way they’d have a good excuse to “depose” him as group leader...maybe even kill him. I had a good reason, you see? I had to keep him safe. It’s hard though—I don’t know how much longer I can stand this.
 
    
 
   Anyway, we’re about to leave for Fort Bragg, where we have another two-day stop—this time for Ky and Holly (Army Ranger chick…the only other one besides Chris). We’ll be a three-hour drive from Bodega Bay, but I’ll have to wait three more days to get there. This is so frustrating!
 
    
 
   By the way, I really don’t like the sound of those two new guys you mentioned. Please be careful around them.
 
    
 
   Ciao,
 
   Dani
 
    
 
    
 
   I walked around the driveway, studying my new surroundings. The house sprawled around me, enormous, beige, and boxy, looking more like a modern stucco apartment building than a family home. Dense chunks of forest surrounded the house, breaking up the fields of tall grasses. 
 
   I meandered over to Ky, who had grown up in the outrageous place, and asked, “Are you sure about this? I bet we can still go somewhere else.”
 
   Smiling, Ky placed his arm over my shoulders and pulled me into a side hug. “Nah. I had to come here eventually, and I’d rather stay at my house than another random place. Sometimes it just feels right to come home. You know what I mean, D?”
 
   “Yeah,” I agreed. I want to go home too. My desperation to drive the three more hours to Bodega Bay was overwhelming, keeping me on the verge of tears. 
 
   Ky tightened his hold on me and whispered, “It’s worse here—like the mother of all thunderstorms is building up around her, and I don’t know what to expect. All I know is that it’s gonna be bad.”
 
   Goosebumps pebbled my skin, and a chill seeped into my body.
 
   Before I could respond, Chris appeared on my other side and slipped her arm around my waist, making us a sweet little trio of comfort. “What’re you kiddos doing over here?” Seconds after she touched me, my dread simply evaporated.
 
   “Just talking about home,” I replied wistfully. 
 
   Chris leaned the side of her head against mine. “We’ll just have to be each other’s home.”
 
   Ky laughed softly. “Are you ladies gonna cry? ‘Cause if you are, I’ll just be on my way,” he teased, but he didn’t move an inch.
 
   “Ha! As if you’d ever give up the chance to cozy up with us.” Chris gave him a friendly slap on the gut.
 
   “I hate to interrupt this…whatever it is,” Jason cut in from behind us, “but I need to talk to Dani. Alone.”
 
   Ky’s arm retracted from my shoulders like he’d been burned, and he hopped a yard away. “Right. Of course.” He ducked his head and hurried off. Weird.
 
   Chris’s arm tightened around my waist as Jason stepped in front of us. “You too, Johnson. And take Jack,” he said.
 
   She let go of me and stepped so close to him that their shoes nearly touched. “If you make her cry, I’ll punch you,” she threatened.
 
   “Really?” Jason’s eyes strayed to my face. “Looks like you’ve already done a pretty good job of it. Does that mean I get to punch you?” I hadn’t even noticed the wetness streaking down my cheeks.
 
   “Those are happy tears, you ass,” Chris snapped before stomping off with my dog. Chris and Jason’s friendship was…strange.
 
   “Dani, I know you’re probably angry, but—”
 
   I stepped closer to him, and he tensed. “Angry?” I hissed. “You think I’m angry? Try pissed. Try frustrated to the point of needing to scream. Grams, your dad—who knows who else—might need us right now, and we could get there in a few hours. But no, we’ll sit here for three days while they might be dying.”
 
   Reaching out, he grabbed my shoulders tightly. “Fuck, Dani, I know! Don’t you think it’s the same for me? Don’t you think it’s killing me to be so close and not be able to help them?”
 
   “I don’t know!” I practically yelled. My gaze dropped to the flagstone driveway beneath our feet. “How could I possibly know what you’re feeling? You never talk about it. For all I know, you don’t even care.” I met his eyes, pleading. “Please, Jason, just let me go with Chris. We’ll find a car and get down there tonight. We won’t take any of the group’s supplies, and you can stay here with everyone else and honor your agreement.”
 
   He swallowed and opened his mouth, but no sound came out. Intently, his eyes searched mine.
 
   “Please, Jason,” I begged, my chin trembling.
 
   Suddenly, he pulled me against him in a tight hug and rested his cheek atop my head. “I’m sorry, Dani. I can’t let you go. I’m so sorry.”
 
   An avalanche of tears poured down my cheeks, accompanied by hiccups and moans. Jason hid me in his arms as my sobs played out, sparing me the shame of breaking down in front of everyone.
 
   Once my tears had dried, he walked me up to the room I was sharing with Chris and settled me on the bed. He sat on the edge, reminding me of the incident that morning—how good his fingers had felt on my skin.
 
   “But my stuff,” I mumbled, hoping to keep his mind from the same topic mine had drifted to.
 
   He pointed to a corner of the room where my pack and duffel bag sat. “Chris already brought everything up.”
 
   “Oh. Where is she?” I asked. I sounded like a lost little girl.
 
   “I think she’s helping with dinner. Dani, I—”
 
   “I know,” I interrupted. If he stayed much longer, tried to comfort me some more, I’d start crying again. “Can I just be alone for a little while?”
 
   “Sure,” he replied and leaned in to brush a stray curl out of my eyes before standing. “I’ll send Jack up.”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   When Jason opened the door, we were both surprised to find my dog sitting patiently in the hallway. He trotted in and hopped onto the bed beside me for some much-needed cuddling. As I curled around him, I heard the door shut quietly.
 
   While I lavished attention on Jack, I felt something odd attached to his collar. I lifted my head so I could see it and found a folded piece of paper wrapped around the leather band. Curious, I unwound and unfolded the paper. Feminine, bubbly handwriting covered the page.
 
    
 
   Dani-
 
    
 
   You have a very important choice to make tonight. You need to leave. If you’re still here by sunrise, we’ll kill Jason and Chris, and then you and your dog. If you tell them about this note, they’ll come after us and we’ll defend ourselves. Any spilled blood, like my sister’s, will be on your hands. If you and your mutt leave before morning, we’ll continue on peacefully. Without you, there won’t be any more conflict. Make the right choice. Go.
 
    
 
   Jack whined as the note slipped from my grasp. A single train of thought echoed through my mind. I can’t lose him.
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   Zoe
 
    
 
    
 
   From my makeshift desk in the mess hall, I could feel Jones’s mood—black and bitter—as he strode in. The stark, empty dining room was suddenly charged with an incessant hum, like mosquitoes trapped in a megaphone. I had the sudden urge to flee, but I didn’t move.
 
   Meandering over to my table in the corner, Jones smiled and asked, “Zoe, my dear, how’re you holding up?” He leaned his back against the wall mere feet from me, crossing his arms and ankles nonchalantly like we were friends catching up on old times. Creep.
 
   We were indebted to him for letting us stay on base, so I knew I needed to keep my snide comments to myself as much as possible. I wasn’t about to schmooze with him though. “I’m fine, thanks,” I replied. “What can I do for you, Captain?” 
 
   “What are you working on?” he asked a little too curiously, ignoring my question. He stole a glimpse at my computer screen, but I closed the lid before he could read my email to Dani.
 
   Although I couldn’t see his exact thoughts, I could feel his emotions prickling my skin ominously, leaving unwanted goose bumps in their wake. Alarm rang in my mind, but I ignored it—the group was down the hallway if I needed them.
 
   “So tell me a little bit about yourself, Zoe.” Jones paused briefly. “What happened to your family? Are they in Massachusetts? Is that where you’re from?” Although his questions were harmless enough, his emotions felt malicious. I didn’t trust him. 
 
   Seeing my wariness, he feigned offense. “Oh come now, my dear. We’re practically family now.”
 
   My eyes narrowed. Realizing I was displaying my distaste for him too openly, I turned away and began packing up my computer. “I haven’t heard from them,” was all I said.
 
   “Do you have a history of mental illness in your family?” 
 
   I froze. Why the hell would he ask me if my family is crazy? My thoughts lingered on the word ‘crazy’, and a feverish hatred suddenly burned through my body. Fucking Dave told him. Did he tell anyone else? Harper and Sarah would’ve talked to me themselves if they knew…
 
   My first instincts were to deny everything and to claim Dave had misinterpreted my meaning. I’d been drunk and only quasi-coherent; everyone could attest to that. But Jones had approached me alone for a reason, and my instincts told me to keep quiet.
 
   “What are you getting at, Sir?” My tone was more annoyed than I’d anticipated.
 
   Jones smirked sadistically and reached for my hair like an affectionate father. He stopped before touching me, and after hesitating for a moment, lowered his hand. “You have a little spunk in you. Dave said you were different.” Pausing, he waited for his words to ignite some sort of response. When my granite expression remained, he continued, “Perhaps you’re a little too different for Dave. He thinks you might be a…what’d he call it? Oh yes, a Crazy.” He snorted with laughter. “But, I’m sure you already know that, don’t you?” he asked, searching my face for recognition.
 
   “I’m not sure what you mean,” I simpered, wondering if batting my eyelashes would be taking it too far. Having this guy as an enemy wasn’t making me feel warm and fuzzy.
 
   “Don’t be coy, girl,” Jones snapped. “Telling me everything will only help you. I guarantee it.”
 
   Yeah, right. His presence alone was threatening. I could feel his agitation; he was wound up and ready to burst. He considered himself superior to me and was pissed off that he had to placate me—a lowly woman—to get the answers he sought. I wasn’t sure how I knew that exactly, but his emotions were growing stronger by the second. His aggression thrummed through me, and my heartbeat quickened in panic.
 
   “I think you misunderstand me, Captain. Perhaps you can explain what you want from me.”
 
   Full of self-satisfaction, he said, “You wonder why I’m not completely freaked out like your friend, Dave. I’ll tell you a little secret.” He leaned in closer. “You’re not that special. I’ve seen others like you. I’ve killed people like you.”
 
   I pretended to be indifferent as I finished packing up, but inside, my heart pounded like it was trying to break out of my chest. It took everything I had to appear calm. Who the hell is this guy? How many people has he killed? He said he’s seen others like me… 
 
   Curiosity overpowered caution, and against my better judgment, I dilly-dallied. I could feel beads of sweat forming in my cleavage. “What ‘others’ are you referring to? I’m dying to know,” I taunted unwisely.
 
   “That doesn’t concern you.” Jones sat down next to me, gripping my arm firmly to keep me sitting. “What you need to worry about is what your friends will do if they find out you’re a freak. We got rid of ours.” He let his words sink in, then continued with false kindness. “I only want to help you.”
 
   Jones’s concern was enough to make me vomit, and apparently my disgust was blatantly displayed on my face. He sighed. “Look, let’s cut the shit.”
 
   “Finally,” I grumbled.
 
   Instantly, he was furious; it radiated off of him. “If you want me to keep quiet about your secret, you better do the same for me.” His tone was harsh, and his words promised that really bad things would happen to me if I disobeyed. “I’ve got a good thing going on here, and I don’t need anyone poking around where they don’t belong.” He jabbed his index finger against my chest.
 
   For a brief moment I wondered what Jones was hiding, but then an image flashed in my mind; it was of one of the women I’d met when we’d arrived. She was naked in his bed, scared and crying.
 
   Without warning, his calloused hand grabbed the back of my neck roughly, and my body tensed with fear. Low and venomous, he said, “I know girls like you. You always get in the way.”
 
   In that moment, I saw his plan to kill me. I saw his combat knife slicing into my side and then into my chest. A gun would be too loud, bringing too much attention too quickly. I didn’t know if he was threatening me with the horrific image of my death or if he was merely contemplating how he’d do it, but it didn’t matter. I couldn’t remain near him a moment longer.
 
   “Get your hands off me!” I demanded, but his fingers constricted. I muffled a shriek as my head snapped back.
 
   Jones’s face was inches from mine, and I could smell his rank, sour breath. His eyes bored into mine as he hissed, “You see, girl, I’m a Captain in the United States Army, and I have zero tolerance for bullshit. Don’t even think about getting close to my girls. Don’t cause any problems or ask any questions. I won’t tolerate it!”
 
   “You’re crazy!” I snarled, trying to pull out of his grasp.
 
   “That may be, but I’ve got my eyes on you. If I see you so much as look at anyone in a way I don’t like, I will gut you like a pig. You know I will.”
 
   I couldn’t breathe. The room started to close in around me. His anger and my fear waged a war in my head until I could neither discern nor push the emotions away. I couldn’t ignore them. I thought of Dave’s betrayal as my death replayed over and over in my head. 
 
   Somehow, I managed to tear myself from Jones’s painful hold and flee. I raced outside into the freezing cold of the late afternoon. Through tear-blurred eyes, I could barely see two feet in front of me. I didn’t care.
 
   After what seemed like an eternity of aimless running, I finally stopped, my throat raw from inhaling the frigid air. My body was numb with cold, and pain lanced my sides. I had no idea how far I was from my friends.
 
   I doubled over, dry heaving. I wished I could expel all the negative energy balled up inside me, but nothing would or could come out. A tree trunk supported me as I focused on controlling my breathing.
 
   He’s insane! He’s going to kill me…it’s only a matter of time. “I need to find Harper,” I said, trying to rally myself, but my voice came out raspy and indistinct.
 
   Looking around, I figured I was in the woods that butted up against the side of the base. The long shadows caused by the setting sun reminded me that winter wouldn’t be merciful if I stayed outside much longer. I was improperly dressed for the frigid weather, my long-sleeved shirt and jeans offering little protection from the breeze that crept in through the trees. But I wasn’t ready to go back.
 
   Standing up straight and composing myself, I heard Dani’s voice in my head. Come on, Zo! You’re smarter than him…and you have an advantage. I thought of the strange power budding inside me and tried to imagine how I could use it against Jones, but I couldn’t come up with anything. I desperately clung to the hope that he was full of shit. But I’d seen his plan…I’d felt his determination like it was my own. If I didn’t do something to stop him, he’d find a reason to kill me.
 
   Hearing a branch snap behind me, I spun around. Taylor, Jones’s lackey, stood only a few feet away, watching me. His breath was visible with every exhale, and in the twilight his smile was demonic. Shit.
 
   “This is gonna be so much fun,” he said, chuckling devilishly. His eyes lingered on my exposed neck and heaving chest, and his hands twitched at his sides. He licked his quivering lips.
 
   As I registered what Taylor wanted, dread washed over me, making me jittery and queasy. “What the fuck’s wrong with you people!” I screamed, and my throat seared in pain. I turned away to run, and he sprang at me. Grabbing my arm, he yanked me toward him, and I immediately jerked back. 
 
   “Don’t touch me, you son of a bitch!” I slapped at his hands. Unrequested, I could feel the excitement coursing through him. Once again, my unwanted ability to feel people’s emotions was making it difficult to focus.
 
   Taylor’s hold tightened as he laughed and shook his head. “It’s funny that you think there’s something wrong with us.”
 
   He wrapped his arms around me, holding me against his chest. His breath scorched the back of my neck as he jerked me to the ground. I struggled against him, but it didn’t do any good. My forehead slammed against the hard earth, and my shoulder screamed in pain upon impact. As I felt his tongue sample the delicate skin on my neck, I broke out in a cold sweat. His mouth was slimy and hot, and my body tensed at the thought of what he might do next. 
 
   “Get off me, you psycho!” I shrieked. “What do you people want from me?” But I already knew the answer—like with Jones, I could see Taylor’s plan as it played out in his mind. He was going to beat me until I couldn’t move, undress me one article of clothing at a time, and then he was going to rape me—and probably kill me. 
 
   Refusing to accept such a fate, I fought back. Taylor rolled me onto my back, and I jerked my knee up, aiming for his groin, but his body was too close. I attempted to bite him, but his sweaty palm slapped me so hard my jaw popped. I was momentarily stunned.
 
   “Oh come on. I just wanna play with a pretty girl.” He wrestled with me, trying to control me; his spittle sprayed the side of my face. In that moment, I knew what cattle felt like in the rodeo—being roped into submission, humiliated and helpless. But I wasn’t helpless. He’d have to beat me unconscious before I let him violate me.
 
   Distracted by the sight of my exposed stomach, Taylor loosened his hold on my right arm. I tore it away from him, gouging the side of his face with my nails.
 
   He froze in surprise and pain before slapping my face again. “You stupid bitch!” Anger had replaced his taunting playfulness, and he punched me in the gut. I gasped for air, feeling like my insides had exploded.
 
   “You’re gonna get it now,” he promised.
 
   Terrified, I started screaming and struggling with every ounce of energy I could muster.
 
   Surprised by my sudden display of might, Taylor studied me with dangerous amusement. “You’re a feisty—” He paused, his eyes darting around the darkening woods. “You hear something?” 
 
   All I could hear was my muffled cries as I struggled to push him away. “Go to hell!” I screamed and kneed him in the groin, causing him to choke in pain. I elbowed him in the face before scrambling to my feet. As I took my first step to run away, his hand wrapped around my ankle.
 
   “No!” I sobbed as my other ankle twisted and I collapsed to the cold ground again.
 
   That was when I heard it—a dog’s snarl and a man’s infuriated voice. “Let go of her, Taylor.”
 
   My vision was too blurred with tears to see the newcomers, but I continued to struggle. Surprise had loosened Taylor’s hold, and I was finally able to scurry away, putting several yards between us. I crouched against the trunk of a tree, trying to salvage what little remained of my shredded composure.
 
   “What the hell are you doing here, Vaughn? I thought you were dead.” Taylor shook his head as he stood, momentarily forgetting about me. The stranger nodded to the Husky at his side, and it trotted over to me. I shrank away, unsure what it would do, but the dog only nuzzled my face and hands.
 
   I attempted to wipe the moisture from my eyes so I could see more clearly. The sweat on my hands was like glue, picking up loose leaves and dirt from the cold ground, and the debris scraped my stinging skin; the tender spots on my cheeks were throbbing.
 
   The man—Vaughn—stood in the distance, and although I couldn’t see the expression on his face, I could tell he was a solid force to be reckoned with. I detested the thought of anyone seeing me in such a state, but I was immensely grateful he’d shown up. He just saved my life. 
 
   “You’re a piece of shit, Taylor,” Vaughn said in an even, scathing tone. He raised his left arm, aiming a pistol at my attacker.
 
   Taylor scoffed, but he looked nervous. With wide eyes and a wavering voice, he spoke. “What are you gonna do with that gun, Jake?” Jake. Jake Vaughn. Suddenly, Taylor seemed more sure of himself. “I don’t think you have it in ya to kill someone.” He took a step forward.
 
   “There’s a lot you don’t know about me,” Jake said as he glanced in my direction. There was recognition in his eyes I didn’t understand.
 
   “I should’ve known we couldn’t get rid of you that easily,” Taylor spat. “You’ve been causing problems since you got here.” In the blink of an eye, he pulled out his own handgun and trained it on Jake. I screamed in warning.
 
   Before Taylor could pull the trigger, Jake put a bullet in the left side of my tormentor’s chest. Taylor fell to the ground, and blood seeped from the bullet hole. I hoped he’d been hit in the heart.
 
   Jake didn’t move, studying the dying man crumpled in front of me like he was waiting for him to get up. The dog at my side barked just as I heard new footsteps coming up behind me.
 
   “Well, well. I thought you were dead.” Jones’s voice was eerily calm as he approached his fallen comrade.
 
   “I’ve been hearing that a lot lately,” Jake said dryly. His eyes veered over to me, assessing my wounds from a distance in the dim light.
 
   My body shook violently as I sat on the ground, clinging to the Husky. Jones’s presence erased any relief Taylor’s death had brought me.
 
   “What did you do to my man?” The Captain asked as he bent down and felt for Taylor’s pulse. He stood up immediately. “You son of a bitch.” His voice was eerily calm. “You killed him. Did you kill Bennington too? It’s like you’re trying to piss me off.”
 
   “That’s what I tend to do when people are trying to kill me,” Jake said dryly. 
 
   Advancing on Jake, Jones drew out his sidearm. In the seconds of chaos that followed, gunshots cracked as they briefly exchanged fire. I covered my ears and was about to run away when I looked back at Jake. 
 
   “Shit,” he hissed, crouching on the ground and holding his arm against his abdomen. His face was twisted with pain, his breathing was ragged, and his sleeve was saturated with blood—Jones had shot him in the shoulder.
 
   But Jones was down too. “Fuck!” he shouted, clutching his kneecap. Before Jones could lift his gun to fire at Jake again, the dog lunged. It tore viciously at Jones’s arm, then clamped its sharp teeth onto his injured knee. The gun fell from Jones’s hand, and I shoved it out of his reach.
 
   “Aaah!” Jones cried out in pain. The Captain’s torturous screams harmonized with the dog’s angry snarls, composing a gruesome ballad that reverberated through the woods. Leaning against a tree, I covered my ears with my shaking hands. Please stop, I begged.
 
   As if by request, the world seemed to slow to a crawling speed.
 
   “Cooper!” Jake yelled, calling the dog off his assault on Jones. As the Husky trotted over to his approaching owner, Jones remained on the ground, writhing in pain. His clothes were ripped and bloodied from the dog’s teeth, but that didn’t stop him from rolling over and reaching for Taylor’s gun.
 
   Before I could scream another warning, a bullet hit Jones between the eyes, and he collapsed. I easily swallowed the bile rising in my throat as I realized my tormentors were dead. Jake had killed them.
 
   I looked up to find Jake leaning his good shoulder against a tree. As he repositioned his wounded arm, he flinched, his face pinching with pain. I hobbled over to him, my ankle throbbing with each step. When I reached him, I pulled off my long-sleeve shirt, not caring that I was left wearing only a tank top, and pressed the wadded up fabric against his bleeding shoulder.
 
   “Oh my God,” I said, visually searching his body for more wounds. “What can I do?” 
 
   “Nothing,” he said coldly and pushed me and my blood-soaked shirt away. Before we broke contact, I mentally glimpsed a dark-haired woman, bloody in his arms.
 
    
 
    
 
   Date: December 22, 6:25 PM
 
   From: Zoe Cartwright
 
   To: Danielle O’Connor
 
   Subject: I’ve had better days...
 
    
 
   D,
 
    
 
   Have I told you recently that I hate Cece? Well, I do. Who the hell does she think she is? She thinks she can get away with all this bullshit, does she? Well, I think this is a perfect excuse for Jason to get rid of her. Seriously, he has no reason to hold back now. She’s obviously a nutcase.
 
    
 
   Speaking of crazy bastards…you know how I mentioned Jones wanted something last night? Well, my encounter with him was less than ideal. Our conversation started with an interrogation and ended with me running away. Hindsight is a bitch. I really wish I would’ve handled the whole thing differently. I won’t bother you with the morbid details. 
 
    
 
   What matters is that they’re dead. No, it wasn’t me who killed them. A man named Jake Vaughn showed up and helped me. I don’t know anything about him other than everyone thought he was dead, and he saved my life. I haven’t seen him since. Regardless, I’m really happy Jones and Taylor are dead and NEVER coming back. You can’t imagine how horrible they were. 
 
    
 
   Although those two assholes were crazy, there are some women here who seem okay. I’ve only briefly met them, but they are nice enough...Clara, Stacey, Tanya, and Summer. I’m pretty sure Summer’s unwell, as in sick and mentally shattered—I can feel it when she’s around me.
 
    
 
   Anyway, now that the psychopaths have been disposed of, everyone is settling into their new rooms in the barracks. I’m currently “rehabilitating” in my new “sleeping quarters” (we’re being very official). I have my own room, bed, and even a pleasant view of absolutely nothing. Well, that’s a lie, there’s a dead dogwood tree outside my window, but that’s about it. This base is pretty desolate as far as any scenery goes. But I’m anxious and moody, so now I’m just finding things to complain about. Not a surprise. In all honesty, I feel cooped up and about ready to scream. I haven’t been out of my room at all today—Harper’s forcing me to rest for a day. 
 
    
 
   I’m not sure how long we’ll stay here, but I’ll let you know as soon as I hear anything. I’ll check in with you tomorrow.
 
    
 
   Zoe
 
   


 
   
  
 

21
 
   Dani
 
    
 
    
 
   Date: December 22, 11:30 PM
 
   From: Danielle O’Connor
 
   To: Zoe Cartwright
 
   Subject: I’m SO Sorry
 
    
 
   Zo,
 
    
 
   I wish I had the magical power to teleport to you. That would fix so many of the problems we’re both having right now. We could look out for each other, and I really just need to get away from all of the crap going on over here. You see, the whole Cece thing has escalated. A lot. I know you’ll be pissed at what I’m about to do. I’m so sorry, Zo.
 
    
 
   Earlier this evening, I found a note from the evil bitch. She warned me that I needed to leave the group. She said she (and her harem of idiots) will kill Jason and Chris if I don’t leave tonight. I just lost Cam, and though I know it’s not the same thing, I can’t handle losing Jason too. Or Chris. Or anybody else. Plus there’s the chance that all of this drama will calm down if I’m gone, and my friends will still be able to benefit from the “safety in numbers” deal. So, I have to leave. 
 
    
 
   When you get this, can you send an email to Jason explaining why I left? As soon as I have a chance, I’ll try to contact you. If I can’t, I’ll see you in Colorado. Nothing will keep me from finding you. I love you, Zo.
 
    
 
   Dani
 
    
 
    
 
   “I’m done, Chris. Do you want to use my comp?” I asked after I’d signed out of the incriminating email account.
 
   From her reclined position on the bed, Chris nodded and held her hands out to accept the silver laptop. I quickly handed it over.
 
   Purposely fiddling with my fingers, I said, “I’m going to Jason’s room for a bit. There’s some stuff I want to talk to him about.” I put on a good show, making sure to sound a little breathy and anxious.
 
   “Mmhmm,” Chris mumbled with a small smile, her eyes already glued to the glowing screen. “Have a nice time.”
 
   I rushed out of the room, Jack at my heels, confident that my performance had worked. As far as Chris was concerned, I should be spending the entire night in Jason’s arms. She wouldn’t be concerned when I didn’t return.
 
   My next stop really was Jason’s room but not for either my stated or implied reasons. I tapped quietly on his door, two rooms down from mine. Make it quick, or this won’t work.
 
   The door opened partially, exposing Jason’s expressionless face. Upon seeing me, he cleared the way to the room and motioned for me to enter. He was shirtless, and seeing his muscular torso paralyzed my tongue. I shook my head, finding it difficult to form the words I’d planned to say. 
 
   His eyebrows rose in surprise. “You won’t come in?”
 
   “No. I just came to say goodnight.” To say goodbye.
 
   “Oh, I thought…never mind.” You thought what? That I wanted to fight more? That I wanted you to finish what you almost started this morning?
 
   “I guess all the crying wore me out,” I explained. “But…I wanted you to know that I’m not mad at you.” I wanted to tell you I’m leaving, and that I can’t stand the idea of being away from you.
 
   “Oh, good,” he said, sounding genuinely relieved. His eyes softened as he looked at me, and I felt an overwhelming urge to do something completely stupid.
 
   Taking a step forward, I stood on tiptoes and brushed my lips against his cheek. His rough stubble felt heavenly against my sensitive skin. “Good night,” I whispered mere inches from his ear. My fingertips were pressed lightly against his bare chest. I can’t lose you. Before Jason had the chance to react, I stepped back and pulled the door shut between us.
 
   Like stalking cats, Jack and I ghosted down the rest of the hallway. Ky’s family home was quite large, equipped with two sets of stairs connecting the first and second floors. I headed for the narrow set at the rear of the house, conveniently leading me to the mudroom and backdoor.
 
   Earlier that day—shortly after finding Cece’s heinous note—I had gathered all of my essential belongings into my backpack and stowed it in the mudroom closet. With everyone focused on dinner and consuming the excess wine we’d brought from Gold Hill, it had been easy to complete the task unnoticed.
 
   The closet door creaked faintly when I opened it to retrieve my pack. I paused, hoping desperately that nobody had heard. Only the muffled sounds of drunken laughter permeated the door separating the small room from the rest of the house.
 
   I resumed my movements, covering my body with suitable outerwear before quietly hoisting the pack onto my shoulders. Without a backward glance, Jack and I slipped out the door into the unconventional safety of a moonless winter night.
 
   We made our way slowly up a rolling hillside behind the house, me being especially careful not to twist my ankle in a hole or trip over anything. It was a long shot, considering the tall grasses masking the ground. After about twenty minutes, my eyes adjusted to the darkness and my surroundings grew clearer. I finally felt comfortable with my decision to not use a flashlight.
 
   “Can you smell the horses, Jack?” I whispered to my cautious dog. I knew they had to be close; we’d passed a stable and expansive pastures on our way to Ky’s house that afternoon.
 
   Halting, Jack raised his glinting black eyes to mine and sniffed the air. I felt like he really was searching for the scent of horses.
 
   On a hunch, I whispered, “Where are they? Take me to the horses, Jack.”
 
   Jack instantly surged forward and trotted through the tall grass, slowing only when he realized I’d fallen behind. He took a path slightly more to the right than I would have, making me question my decision to use him as a guide.
 
   Suddenly, the faint stench of hay and manure wafted around me, and a long, gray-brown building came into view. The stable!
 
   “Good job, Jack!” I whispered. Trusting my dog had been the right decision after all.
 
   Picking up my pace, I headed for the stable. Jack bounded around me with uncontrollable excitement. By the time we reached the door, he’d stopped to pee twice; apparently the excitement had been too much.
 
   Once we were safely inside, I relented on my flashlight ban. There were only a few tiny windows letting in the glow from the stars, and I needed light to find the necessary equipment. Unfortunately, as I began exploring the building’s interior, I immediately noticed that an essential element of my getaway plan was missing: horses.
 
   Before I could investigate further, I was interrupted by a loud bang. “Shit!” I yelped, nearly jumping out of my boots. Is someone here? Did I screw myself by using the damn flashlight? Still, I didn’t have the nerve to extinguish the little light.
 
   BANG! Instead of running away and hiding, I slowly moved toward the far end of the long building, where the sound seemed to originate. I wish Jason was here.
 
   BANG! Jack rushed forward, scratching at one of the large sliding corral doors.
 
   BANG! The German Shepherd whined, and his scratching became more enthusiastic, punctuated by brief moments of digging. He wants me to open it? What the hell is on the other side?
 
   “Jack? What—”
 
   BANG! My dog barked loudly, over and over again.
 
   “Okay, but if I get mauled, it’s your fault,” I told him.
 
   He backed away from the door, lying gracefully on the cement floor.
 
   BANG! Grumbling, I held the end of the flashlight in my mouth and grasped the enormous metal door’s handle with both hands. With heavy screeches and groans, it slowly slid open, and a huge Paint horse burst through the space. I stumbled back several steps and dropped my flashlight. Well, that solves the horse problem, I thought as I bent to retrieve my sole source of light.
 
   The majestic horse ceased its anxious prancing and turned to face me. I couldn’t believe that Jack was just lounging on the floor, oblivious to the potential danger posed by the larger animal. As the horse hesitantly approached me, I understood why. Every element of its body language screamed, Help me; I’ll help you. The sense of mutual need was so strong that I could feel it in my bones; it seemed to echo in my thoughts.
 
   The horse nudged my shoulder with its silken nose and raised its head to study me in the darkness.
 
   “Hello, beautiful,” I said, tentatively reaching out my free hand and stroking its neck. In the flashlight’s minimal light, I could tell very little about the horse’s appearance, only that its coat was composed of light and dark splotches and that its legs were caked in mud. I resolved to get it cleaned up at the first opportunity.
 
   “I have to get away. Will you come with me?” I asked the horse, staring into its unwavering gaze.
 
   Taking an easy step forward, it rested the side of its face against mine. It definitely didn’t mind me, and leaving it behind would mean it would die a slow death of starvation. There was only one option—the horse was coming with me.
 
   With a renewed purpose, I searched the storage room near the middle of the stable for the items I needed. Luckily, everything was neatly organized and had been kept in good shape.
 
   After an hour of packing and saddling, my small company of woman, horse, and dog was ready to ride off into the night. I started us slowly, allowing the horse and myself to grow accustomed to each other, but my urgent need to flee soon overwhelmed the steady walk. By the time we reached Highway 1 and were following the coastline, my new companion and faithful dog were cantering at a matched pace along the gravel shoulder.
 
   My consciousness seemed to fade in and out of awareness as the night flew by to the beat of hooves and the chorus of wind. I let the animals take charge, only caring that we stuck to the highway that would eventually lead us home. We took occasional walking breaks and a few brief stops, but for the most part, we moved constantly through the chilly night.
 
   When the sun finally peeked over the hills to the east, I decided it was time to for a well-earned rest. Aside from the exhaustion of all involved, we needed to get off the road in case some of my former group members came after me. Or worse, in case there were Crazies out on a road trip.
 
   My body swayed to the steady, slow rhythm of the horse’s movements. We passed a sign declaring, “Manchester, POP. 462,” and I knew exactly where to stop for the day. My crazy aunt, Janet O’Connor, owned a ranch less than a mile south of town. Will she be there? Will she be alive?
 
   But the health status of my extended family didn’t surpass my new group’s need for a suitable rest stop. I dismounted and led the final quarter mile to Aunt Janet’s property on foot. The poor horse had carried me an unbelievable distance and deserved a cooldown before stopping.
 
   By the time we reached the house, my insides were knotted with anxiety. I’d never been overly fond of my aunt; her animosity toward her younger sister—my deceased mother—had driven a wedge between us. She’d always sneered at the decisions my mother had made—the decisions that had led to my birth and my mother’s death. 
 
   My mother, Ceara O’Connor, had been a wild child. She ran away with an unknown American boy when she was seventeen, found herself pregnant and alone at eighteen, and died in childbirth at nineteen. Only Grams and her unwavering love had saved me from the intermittent bursts of guilt and depression that plagued my childhood. Aunt Janet, on the other hand, had taken those opportunities to remind me of her opinion of my mother—that she’d been reckless and selfish, and that I was better off without her. I’d never believed my aunt, and had grown to resent her.
 
   Regardless, the idea of finding one of my family members dead was almost more than I could handle. But I had to check, just in case. Leading the horse to the empty pasture, I sucked in deep breaths and steadied my nerves. If she’s dead, she’s dead, and there’s nothing I can do about it. But if she’s alive and needs help…I’ll never forgive myself for abandoning her.
 
   The sweaty horse heaved relieved breaths at the removal of her tack. I hauled everything into the barn, and after neatly arranging it all, set out for the house with my dog. I really don’t want to do this.
 
   As soon as I opened the back door, the stench from inside waylaid me like a freight train, carrying death and sadness as its cargo. I searched the house’s interior quickly and found my aunt in her bathroom, her corpse barely recognizable with its gray mottled tones and misshapen parts. She must have passed early on, I thought numbly.
 
   “Let’s go, Jack,” I said trying not to gag. He followed as I rushed from the house, gasping for the fresh, frigid morning air.
 
   I returned to the barn in a daze, found some oats, and brought them out to reward my new equine companion. Aunt Janet’s dead. What about Grams? No! Stop it! I needed a distraction.
 
   “What’s your name, Pretty Girl?” I asked the horse as she ambled closer, eager for the treat I offered. I thought back on all she’d done for me, providing a means of escape from a desperate situation. Without hesitation she’d taken me away, flying through the night like Pegasus.
 
   “I think I’ll call you ‘Wings’. What do you think?”
 
   She nudged me with her nose and raised her head to study me with an intensely blue eye. I had the odd impression that she was accepting the name.
 
   “Alright, Wings. Let’s get you washed up so we can rest,” I said, stroking her graceful brow.
 
   She nudged me again, eagerly this time.
 
   As I washed her, I took note of her beautiful coloring—large, coffee-brown splotches colored parts of her coat and mane, contrasting with the snow-white around them. What I’d thought was mud caking her legs turned out to be dark, crusted blood. Wings, however, showed no signs of injury.
 
   “What happened, Wings?”
 
   She snorted softly and looked away.
 
   Was it that bad? Or am I going crazy and having an imaginary conversation with a horse?
 
   She snorted again, and I eyed her suspiciously.
 
   When she was finally clean, brushed, and happily munching on dewy grasses, I settled myself in the barn. With a sleeping bag, a bed of hay, and a roof over my head, I knew my life could have been much worse at that moment. Jason and Chris could’ve been dead. Jack could’ve been dead. Crap, I could’ve been dead.
 
   Even though I’d just found my dead aunt’s body and even though I was separated indefinitely from the few living people I loved, my mind remained unnaturally calm. The thought that I’d done the right thing by protecting my friends comforted me, and my exhausted body coasted toward sleep. With my dog cuddled next to me, I almost felt content. Almost.
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   Zoe
 
    
 
    
 
   The steam was like a blanket. It enveloped me in its protective warmth, shielding me from the chilly air that awaited outside the locker room. We’d only had access to cold water at the cabin, and a hot shower was something I hadn’t been sure I would ever have the luxury of enjoying again. It was better than I remembered—it was intoxicating. I savored the feeling of the nearly scalding water as it washed over my adulterated skin, lessening the tension that saturated my battered, weak body.
 
   Although my muscles protested nearly every movement, especially my shoulder, something about the physical pain was comforting. It was a declaration that I was a survivor; despite the insanity and danger of the last couple weeks, I was still alive. I may have been wincing in pain, but I was still breathing.
 
   Grudgingly, I shut off the water and reached for my favorite oversized towel—it had been among the few possessions I’d taken from my house in Salem. As I limped toward the locker where I’d stowed my clothes, my wet flip flops squeaked against the cement floor. 
 
   The locker room was dimly lit; the single working light bulb leaving the room full of shadows. Why didn’t anyone fix the lights? I wondered, only to shake the question from my mind. There was, no doubt, some deplorable reason Jones and Taylor would’ve left people to wander in almost complete darkness, vulnerable and unaware.
 
   After pulling on a pair of navy blue sweatpants and a white camisole, I reached into the locker for my long-sleeved shirt and hairbrush, only to find I’d forgotten them. Of course I did. I’d been scatterbrained all morning.
 
   I looked through the nearby lockers, hoping to find a misplaced sweatshirt or extra towel to wrap around my shoulders for the short trek back to my room. In my search, I caught a glimpse of myself in a small mirror hanging inside one of the lockers. I was instantly thankful for the room’s dim lighting.
 
   Dark, wet hair framed my pale, battered face. My once delicate features were grossly altered. Normally, my lips were soft and pink, but now they were raw and split in several places. My eyes were bloodshot and shadowed, and the left side of my face was swollen and stained with deep purple and red bruises. At the sudden memory of Taylor’s breath on my neck, I looked away. I was glad the bulbs had burned out; I didn’t want to see the extent of how badly he’d hurt me. At least I could cover up the rest of my wounds with clothing.
 
   The heat of the shower was dispersing throughout the room, and I could hear the wind outside, whirling around the building. It seemed to be vacuuming out every last ounce of warmth. I shivered, eager to return to my room and the warmer clothes that awaited me there.
 
   Dipping my head down, I wrapped the towel around my wet hair and secured it with a twist. I gathered up my dirty clothes as quickly as I could before hobbling out of the locker room. As I passed through the heavy metal door, I grabbed the green hand towel I’d hung on the handle, signaling the showers were in use by a woman.
 
   Only six more doors, I noted as I shuffled down the hallway. Although the barracks were huge, our numbers were few, and we occupied only a portion of the dorm-like building’s first floor. The rooms were modest, each containing only a bed, a nightstand, a wardrobe, and a desk—though the number of boxes we’d filled while relocating the previous inhabitants’ belongings suggested otherwise. 
 
   I had apparently wound my hair too tightly inside the towel—my already aching head was starting to feel like it was going to explode. The pressure was too painful to ignore, so I shifted my things into my left arm and attempted to pull the towel loose with my free hand. Abruptly, I tripped on my own flip flop and lost my balance, my ankle shrieking in pain.
 
   “Motherfu—” Thankfully, I caught myself before I fell onto the cold, unyielding cement floor. I straightened with an irritated grunt and yanked the towel once more. When it gave way, my hair fell over my eyes, blocking my vision.
 
   I took a step forward…and hit something solid and warm. “Shit!” I stumbled back, dropping my dirty clothes and damp towel. Strong hands grasped my upper arms just in time to keep me from crashing into the wall, making my bruised shoulder throb.
 
   “Are you okay?” a deep voice asked, low and tense.
 
   Peering through the tangled, black curtain of my hair, I saw Jake—he was frowning. As soon as our eyes met, he let go of my bare arms. 
 
   I was surprised to see him, the man who had saved my life, and words escaped me. I’d wanted to talk to him all day, to thank him for helping me. However, before I could say a word, he strode down the hallway and disappeared around a corner. Only then did I note that he’d used both arms to prevent my clumsiness from adding more bruises to my battered body. He was shot in the shoulder…I saw it! Maybe it was just a flesh wound?
 
   I limped the rest of the way to my room, shaken by the encounter. I snatched a purple, long-sleeved shirt from the wardrobe, put it on, and began hobbling back and forth. Why couldn’t I just say “thank you”? It’s not that difficult!
 
   I stopped in front of the small window and peeked through the mini blinds, just as I’d done when I’d awakened. I could see the woods beyond the compound—the pines jutted up into the sky like arrowheads along a steep ridgeline. The window afforded me a safe view of the place that haunted me every time I closed my eyes. Chills pricked my skin as I remembered the horrors that had taken place in those woods the previous night. No matter how many showers I’d taken, I hadn’t been able to scrub away the memory of Taylor’s filthy fingers sliding along my flesh. I could almost feel his hot breath on my face.
 
   “Ahhh!” I yelled as I spun away from the window, too frustrated to mute my outrage. It was infuriating that I’d put myself in that position. Knowing how close I’d come to being that insatiable pervert’s next course made me want to kick my own ass. I wanted a do-over. I wanted to show the bastard that I could hurt him the way he’d hurt me. I wanted to see fear in his eyes. But I knew that was impossible. Besides, if I was being honest with myself, I never wanted to revisit that terrifying moment—ever. I’d do whatever it took to make sure I never felt that hopeless or powerless again.
 
   Gathering my wet hair into a ponytail, I thought about Mr. Jake Vaughn. Why’d he push me away in the woods? Even in the hallway, he’d fled as fast as he could. Was he embarrassed that he was wounded? And who was that blood-covered woman? I couldn’t figure out why he’d been avoiding me after saving my life. Not that I expected him to comfort me with words or to wrap his arms around me—although my face felt flush thinking about the latter. I flung the thought away. I can’t believe he even had to save my life! I was pissed at my ineptitude, feeling both disappointment and regret.
 
   I tried not to be offended by Jake’s rejection, but my efforts failed, and I clenched my trembling hands. 
 
   You know, it takes more muscles to frown than it does to smile, Dani would have told me. You really shouldn’t do that, Zo…I know you don’t want those wrinkles. I couldn’t help but smile at the memory of the words she’d said to me so many times. 
 
   Dani’s imaginary voice added, Look on the bright side, reminding me to keep my pessimism in check. I was lucky to be not only alive, but relatively unscathed after my close call with the spawns of Satan.
 
   I’ll talk to Jake tomorrow, I told myself. Taking a deep breath, I focused on relaxing the tension that had seeped back into my body. I pictured towering redwood trees, seagulls swooping over the ocean, and a puppy-aged Jack chasing floating seaweed at the edge of the surf. And then I thought of Sammy…and Dave. I saw flashes of red, hating him for the pain he’d caused me. Worse, I hated myself for ever giving him the opportunity to be such a douchebag.
 
   “Son of a bitch!” I sat down on the bed, working up to a really good scream, when knuckles rapped on the door. 
 
   Sarah bounced in with a stack of clothes. “Hey, stranger. How’re you feeling?” She busied herself by placing my clean laundry in the wardrobe.
 
   “Thanks, Mom,” I said sarcastically, feeling completely useless.
 
   She faced me, wearing a sympathetic smile. Her eyes were prettier than I remembered—chocolate-brown with long, dark lashes fanning around her eyes. With her elegant angles and bubbly personality, it was no wonder Biggs liked her so much.
 
   Her features twisted as she took in my appearance. “Your swelling’s gone down a little, but your bruising’s gotten a lot worse.”
 
   “Great…” I sighed, making my sides ache, and flung myself back onto the bed. I instantly regretted it.
 
   “You don’t look like you’ve been resting,” Sarah said, and I could feel her eyes on me.
 
   “Of course I have. I’ve been doing absolutely nothing all day.”
 
   “Pacing and brooding isn’t resting, Zoe. And you really shouldn’t be walking around on your ankle. Why don’t you sit and sketch or something? It might help clear your mind.”
 
   “How do you know I’ve been pacing?” I asked defensively.
 
   Sarah grinned and picked up my hairbrush off the desk. “Cooper’s been watching your shadow under the door all morning.” She motioned for me to sit up, pulled my hair out of its elastic band, and began brushing. “You need to rest. You’ve been through a lot and—”
 
   “I can’t stand being useless,” I complained. “I feel like I should be doing something. I hate being coddled.” Her final stroke through my tangled locks jerked my head back. “That isn’t helping my mood either. I can brush my own hair,” I snipped.
 
   “Then do it, because you look horrible.” She relented and tossed the brush onto the bed, ignoring my glare. “I’ll leave you alone, but you’re just being—”
 
   “Zoe,” Sanchez said, finishing Sarah’s sentence as she strode into the room.
 
   “Yeah, sure, that’s what I was gonna say.” Sarah studied me appraisingly. “Not that you will, but let me know if you need anything.” Shaking her head, she walked out of the room, shutting the heavy metal door behind her.
 
   Sanchez stared at me, her eyes narrow slits of contempt and judgment. “You don’t look like you’ve been resting.” 
 
   “Yeah, so I’ve heard,” I muttered, straightening the wool blanket beneath me.
 
   Please leave me alone, I thought, looking around the room for something to focus on—Sanchez still made me feel uncomfortable. I wasn’t sure why she was in my room, but I wanted her to leave. Unfortunately, she sat down at the edge of the bed and just kept looking at me.
 
   Finally, she said, “I need to talk to you about something.”
 
   I raised my eyes to hers, waiting nervously.
 
   “Dave told us what happened.”
 
   Groaning, I dropped my head into my hands. I suddenly felt like a criminal waiting for the jury to decide my fate. “Us? So everyone knows?”
 
   “I’m not completely sure. We haven’t had a group discussion about it or anything. I don’t know who’d believe it anyway. But it doesn’t matter.” Her eyes softened, and I thought I sensed sympathy. “You’re safe with us, and we won’t let anyone else try to harm you, no matter what.” I was surprised to hear sincerity and conviction in her voice.
 
   “Of course we won’t,” Harper chimed in as the door swung open. He winked at me and came over to kiss my forehead. “How’re you feeling, Baby Girl?”
 
   Relieved, I glanced up at him and smiled, but the expression faltered as my busted lip pulled apart. At seeing my discomfort, Harper winced and set a tray with water and meds down on the nightstand. “I’ll try not to tease you while you’re healing. You look too pathetic.” My mood lightened; I already felt better in his presence.
 
   “You’re not the only one who’s experiencing these…changes.” I blanched—it was the second time I’d heard Sanchez’s voice in my head. When I looked back up at her, searching her expressionless face, I noticed the dark shadows around her eyes. She looked exhausted and disheveled, unlike her usual polished self. 
 
   Okay, what the hell’s going on!? I screamed at her with my mind, but she didn’t answer. Regardless, I couldn’t tear my eyes away from her. I felt anxiety pouring out of her, charging my skin like electricity.
 
   “There’s something I…,” Harper began, but his words were drowned out by whatever was happening between Sanchez and me. 
 
   “I think Harper can help us,” Sanchez explained. “I haven’t told him about me yet, but he has theories about your unique skill. We can’t be the only ones experiencing these changes.”
 
   I knew that a few of Dani’s companions were experiencing something similar, but reading about it wasn’t as reassuring as witnessing it. I finally had concrete proof that what was happening to me was real—my sanity was no longer in question. I wanted to cry with relief. 
 
   Can you hear me? I attempted to ask Sanchez, but again there was no answer.
 
   Oblivious to our mental conversation, Harper watched me expectantly. “Did you hear what I said?” he asked.
 
   Crap. I’d forgotten to listen to him. “Sorry, my head’s hurting. I’m having a hard time focusing,” I lied as I rubbed my temple for added theatrics. When I looked back up at Sanchez, her face was inscrutable.
 
   “I said ‘There’s something I need to tell you’,” Harper repeated.
 
   I looked from him to Sanchez with dread. 
 
   Harper stood by my bed with his arms crossed, and before he even spoke, I knew I wouldn’t like what he was about to say. I suddenly wanted to throw myself onto the bed in a temper tantrum and sob because everything seemed so shitty. But I refrained, knowing that such a reaction would be unbecoming of a twenty-six-year-old.
 
   “I’m not going to freak out if that’s what you’re waiting for, H,” I fibbed.
 
   “Good, then you should know we’re staying here for a while. It’s too dangerous to travel during the winter.” He opened a bottle of ibuprofen and handed me three capsules along with a glass of water.
 
   I swallowed them begrudgingly. My throat was still sore from screaming in the woods. As I sipped the water, I wondered how the postponement would alter my plans to meet up with Dani and Jason.
 
   Sanchez finally broke the silence. “We know you’re eager to meet up with your friends at Peterson.”
 
   Seeking privacy, I stood and walked over to the window.
 
   “We’re going to announce it tomorrow during breakfast, when we’re all together. We’ll go over our plans with the group and see who’s on board,” Harper explained. 
 
   “I’m adamant about staying,” Sanchez told me. “Our group just got a hell of a lot bigger. It’s not smart to keep traveling now—especially when we have everything we need right here.”
 
   It was sound justification, but I still didn’t like it. “You need to do what you need to do.”
 
   I heard Harper’s heavy footsteps as he approached me. “I’ll come get you when it’s time to eat. Rest up in the meantime, okay?” He placed his hand on my good shoulder and squeezed lightly. I could feel his concern, and I was comforted to know he cared. There are worse things than staying here a little longer, I admitted. When he ordered me to lie down and stop pacing, I groaned but promised I would.
 
   Then they were gone. Once again, I was alone with my thoughts.
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   Dani
 
    
 
    
 
   When I woke, the warmth of the summer sun was seeping into my skin. A gust of tangy sea air caressed me, cooling my body from the heat. My whereabouts were more than a little disconcerting, considering I’d fallen asleep in a barn…in the dead of winter.
 
   I opened my eyes and found that I was sunbathing on my favorite stretch of beach near my coastal hometown. Looking to my left, I fully expected to find Zoe’s curvy, bikini-clad body reclining languorously. We only ever came to this particular spot together, but my best friend was nowhere in sight.
 
   Confused, I sat up and looked around. Everything was exactly as it should’ve been, from the Pacific Ocean’s rhythmically crashing waves to the rocky outcropping erupting from the sand several yards away—everything except the tall man silhouetted in the bright morning sky.
 
   As the man Zoe had dubbed MG walked toward me, I should have been nervous and panicking, ready to run away. But I wasn’t. I was annoyed.
 
   “You!” I exclaimed, hopping up from my sandy towel. I stomped toward him, ignoring the excessive sway the sand lent to my stride. In my little purple and green polka-dot bikini, my strut was positively strip club worthy.
 
   “Me?” His smooth voice was growing familiar from our dreamtime rendezvous. He leered, happily taking in my state of undress.
 
   “Yes, you! What the hell? Repeating ‘LEARN’ and surrounding me by a bunch of molesty fog…that’s so not okay! Especially because I dreamt you up to begin with…which means it was really me doing it to myself…” I was growing increasingly weirded out by my own subconscious. 
 
   With raised eyebrows and an unsuccessful attempt at not smiling, MG responded, “Is that how it came through? Interesting. And what exactly do you mean by ‘molesty’?”
 
   “You know, your fog was totally feeling me up…everywhere. And making me feel…things. It was very annoying. And you should already know all of this. You’re in my head!”
 
   He was most definitely smirking. “Are you saying my ‘fog’ turned you on?” He took several steps, closing the distance between us.
 
   As soon as he was within arm’s reach, I remembered the last time I’d met him face-to-face in a dream, the night Cece had tried to slice me open. “I don’t want you to kiss me,” I blurted.
 
   MG barked a laugh. “Alright. I’m here to teach you. I suppose I can do that without touching you.” He finished with a deep, dramatic sigh.
 
   Suddenly, I was completely frustrated with my stupid brain for continually conjuring the strange man in my dreams. “Seriously?” I yelled. “Why do I keep dreaming of you? I don’t even know anyone like you! You chase away my rotting boyfriend, kiss me, and tell me cryptic things. What the hell?! My brain is so demented! Maybe I really am one of the Crazies. Ahhhh…this is so incredibly, pathetically me! I dream you up, Mr. You-Are-Ready. Mr. LEARN. Mr. I’m-Here-To-Teach-You. Stop laughing at me!” I shrieked the last words like a banshee.
 
   “Wow,” he said with a chuckle. “You’re adorable when you’re angry.”
 
   Jack appeared beside me, and together we stalked off toward the ocean, seeking comfort from its familiarity. Staring into the endless, ever-changing, blue-gray abyss, I heard the coarse sand compacting under MG’s footsteps as he approached. For a while he said nothing, standing close enough that I could feel hints of his breath on my neck. 
 
   Beside me, Jack began a low, steady growl.
 
   MG heaved a lengthy sigh. “I’m real, Dani.”
 
   “Excuse me?”
 
   “I’m real. Not a creation of your sleeping mind. I live. I breathe. I sleep and have my own dreams.”
 
   “Right,” I scoffed, turning away from the rolling surf to face him. After staring into his sincere, sky-blue eyes, I laughed and patted his cheek. To prove how not-real he was, I kissed him…or at least I tried to.
 
   With a frustrated grunt, MG gripped my shoulders and held me away from him. “I have to teach you some extremely important things, and I can’t do my job if you think I’m some fantasy. Not that I’d mind really…” His mind seemed to wander briefly. “But I have to teach you! So,” he started, gritting his teeth and squeezing his eyes shut like he was concentrating on something, “when you wake, it’ll be 3:23 in the afternoon where you are, and your dog will be standing beside you, whimpering at nothing.”
 
   “What?” I asked, unbelievably confused.
 
   “If I’m right, you’ll know I’m real. I couldn’t possibly be a creation of your pretty little red head because you don’t know those things. You couldn’t know those things, not while you’re sleeping. I’ll see you next time.”
 
    
 
   “But…,” I mumbled to a mouthful of hay. I was awake. I was peeved. And I was staring into the worried face of my beloved, whimpering dog. Crap! What time is it?
 
   I hastily checked the watch I’d scavenged several days earlier. It was 3:23 p.m.—exactly the time MG had predicted. Double crap! Maybe it’s just a coincidence…or maybe he is real. That’s totally insane!
 
   Thinking through the situation, I realized it wasn’t really that crazy—especially considering Zoe’s unnatural new talent. So why couldn’t a man spend his spare time wandering through people’s dreams? Or…I’m losing my mind.
 
   Sitting up, I shook my head to clear the mental cobwebs and immediately regretted both actions. “Owww,” I groaned. “I think I’m broken.”
 
   Every muscle, bone, and inch of connective tissue ached relentlessly. I considered braving Aunt Janet’s house-shaped tomb in search of prescription pain killers, but I decided a half-dozen over-the-counter anti-inflammatories would do just as well. Pushing through the pain, I ate and got ready in record time and started hobbling around the barn in search of useful items—like a pad for my unbelievably sore, possibly bruised, butt.
 
   It had been about six years since I’d last ridden a horse, and though I kept myself in okay shape, nothing could prepare the body for horseback riding like, well, horseback riding. The last time I’d ridden, I’d taken Grams, Zoe, Jason, and Tom, their dad, on a farewell trail ride. The Bodega Bay Riders’ Ranch, my summer employer, had a tradition of comp-ing a family and friends’ joyride for employees as a parting gift. I’d worked there for four consecutive years, so they’d been especially generous in their offerings. The five of us had spent the entire day, with a picnic lunch, riding around the coast and hills surrounding our little town. 
 
   Zoe and I had both been shocked when Jason had shown interest in the outing. He’d been home on leave for a few weeks and had overheard us talking about the adventure.
 
   “Can I come along?” he’d asked.
 
   Zoe and I, in the midst of consuming copious amounts of chocolate chip cookie dough, had just stared at him in awe. Jason never wanted to spend time with us. Not ever. He’d always preferred hanging out with girls he could have sex with. Which hasn’t really changed…
 
   “Uhhh,” I’d said, sounding completely idiotic.
 
   Zoe, being her amazing self, had exclaimed, “Uh…yeah!” Under the table her feet had jabbed into my shins excitedly—she’d witnessed every moment of my obsession with her older brother and had known I would want him to join us, desperately…even if I’d been momentarily speechless.
 
   And so, we’d all ended up on the trail together in a day of simple joy and relaxation. Jason had been friendlier and flirtier than I’d ever seen him. It was the last time I saw him before I met Cam.
 
   And with that errant thought, my mind tried to unravel into emotional chaos. Cam is dead…and Callie…and Aunt Janet…
 
   No! I couldn’t let myself lose it. Not now…not here… I needed to do something to avoid the dark thoughts. They loomed on my mind’s horizon like a mass of enemy troops, their attack inescapable. It wasn’t a question of if, but when.
 
   I filled the afternoon—and my disobediently wandering mind—with saddling Wings and loading up our bags. Appearing to sink into the glittering ocean, the sun set as we left the familiar ranch and plodded onto the shoulder of the deserted highway.
 
   No longer occupied with menial tasks, my brain was free to wander once again. It began slowly, the depression lurking around the edges of my mind. Longing thoughts of the world before the Virus crept in, followed by heartbreaking images of death. Every ounce of my being wallowed in loneliness and despair.
 
   Cam, Callie, Aunt Janet…everyone is dead…everyone except the people I just cut myself off from. What if something happens to the few people I have left?
 
   How long will it take me to get to Zo this way? Was this a huge mistake? Should I have stolen a car? Where would I have found gas? What am I even doing?
 
   I shook my head, trying to dispel the questions unraveling in my mind. 
 
   What will I find in Bodega Bay? That Grams is dead? And Zo’s dad? Will anyone still be alive?
 
   What if Cece lied? What if she goes after Jason anyway? What if she already did? If he died…was dead, I knew I’d never be the same. The Dani who’d recovered from Cam’s death, from the death of the world, would cease to exist. I would become the personification of revenge and vengeance, misery and death.
 
   My next thought stole my breath like a kick to the chest. Am I in love with Jason?
 
   The pieces of Cam I carried in my heart began to wail and beat their imaginary fists against the inside of my ribcage. How could you abandon me like this? How could you love him? I just died! Did you even love me?
 
   No. No. No! I loved you. I know it. I wanted to spend forever with you. But you died!
 
   I suddenly despised myself. Maybe I deserve loneliness. If I stay away from everyone, I can’t betray, hurt, or abandon them. It’ll be as if I never existed. They’re better off without me. With that final thought the attack lessened, reducing to a slow barrage near the surface of my awareness. I lost myself in the rhythm of Wings’s canter.
 
   In the faint light of pre-dawn, I spotted a sign through bleary eyes: WOODSIDE CAMPGROUND, NEXT RIGHT. It had been another long night, and though I was tempted to push through the final twenty-five miles to Bodega Bay, we needed to stop. I was hurting—badly—and the animals were showing obvious signs of weariness.
 
   “What do you guys think?” I asked my animal companions after dismounting. The horse whinnied and bobbed her head while Jack rolled onto his back and stuck his feet in the air. He was playing dead. My sarcasm, it seemed, had rubbed off on my dog. Delightful…
 
   “Let’s get you unsaddled and find something to eat,” I told an exhausted Wings. Her stamina was impressive—far better than mine—but even she looked utterly pooped.
 
   As I set up my little orange and white tent for the first time, I was thankful for the slowly rising sun. I wasn’t afraid to admit that I needed the instructions to manipulate the fabric and poles into something resembling a shelter.
 
   I couldn’t help but think about the people I’d left behind. Jason would be waking soon; he always rose with the sun. He was weird like that. In a few hours, he and the others would begin their second day of searching the city of Fort Bragg. I guiltily wondered if Jason blamed himself for my sudden departure. I’d made it abundantly clear that I wanted to continue on to our hometown, and he’d flat out denied me, but not before he’d let me glimpse the deep emotions hidden beneath his stoic façade.
 
   Not for the first time, I wondered how Jason had reacted when he’d discovered I was gone. And Chris? Ky?
 
   With my campsite finally set up, I crawled into the tent and then into the sleeping bag, cringing in pain. I hurt like hell. Loneliness and self-loathing kept me company as I tossed and turned, trying to find a comfortable position. My last, hazy thought was of MG. Will I see him again? I wondered before finally falling into a fitful sleep.
 
    
 
   Again I woke somewhere entirely different from the place I’d fallen asleep. Much to my surprise, I was standing with a badminton racquet in my right hand. As I looked around, my surroundings coalesced into a jumble of odd elements. A perfectly trimmed grass field extended in all directions, met by a cloudless blue sky at the horizon. A net appeared in front of me, justifying the racket clasped in my hand. Zoe stood on the opposite side of the net, patiently waiting for the game to begin.
 
   Conjuring a birdie, I served. The joy of playing with Zoe, especially doing something we hadn’t done since the carefree days of high school, overtook me, and I laughed. I felt two hundred pounds lighter, like I might just float away with happiness.
 
   “IT’S TIME FOR DOUBLES MATCHES,” announced a booming, disembodied voice. I half-expected it to continue with, “PAY NO ATTENTION TO THE MAN BEHIND THE CURTAIN!”
 
   Out of nowhere, MG appeared and stepped onto my side of the grassy court while Jason did the same on Zoe’s side of the net. We had our partners. I took a moment to study the two new arrivals. MG was around the same height as Jason, making him about six-foot-four, but Jason was thicker, his body more heavily muscled, and where MG was pale and blonde, Jason was tan and raven-haired. For the briefest instant, both men’s clothing disappeared, giving me a full view of their various attributes. I hastily returned their t-shirts and shorts, blushing furiously.
 
   MG smiled like the Cheshire Cat. “What was that all about?”
 
   With my cheeks still burning, I looked back and forth between the two men and mumbled, “Um…uh…”
 
   “Who’s he?” MG asked, his smile turning snide.
 
   “Jason. And that’s Zoe,” I said, pointing at her with my racquet. “Hi guys.” 
 
   “Hi D!” Zoe replied.
 
   “Hey Red,” Jason purred.
 
   Glaring at Jason, MG ordered, “Shut up, both of you.”
 
   “Hey!” I shouted and threw my racquet at him. “Nobody tells my friends to shut up in my dream except me! Especially not you, MG!”
 
   “MG?” he asked, cocking his head to the right and raising a questioning eyebrow.
 
   “Umm…yeah. It’s short for ‘Mystery Guy’? You haven’t exactly told me your name,” I grumbled.
 
   Laughing, he nodded. “You barely know me, and you’ve already given me a nickname. I’m honored.” He finished with a mocking bow.
 
   “So you were right—it was 3:23 on the dot,” I admitted through gritted teeth. I wanted to get the I-told-you-so moment over as soon as possible.
 
   Relief flashed across MG’s face and quickly disappeared. “I know,” he said.
 
   I was surprised he hadn’t seized the opportunity to gloat. “So…”
 
   “So now I’m going to tell you something extremely important…which you probably won’t believe.” He paused, and I gestured for him to continue.
 
   He stepped closer, letting me see the truth in his eyes. “You see, people who survived the Virus have been demonstrating remarkable abilities. It seems to be a result of the Virus itself—a spontaneous genetic mutation. Every single person I’ve…seen…has either experienced this mutation or lost their minds entirely. I’m sure you’ve noticed all of the completely insane people running around.”
 
   I nodded, feeling numb. The Crazies. But I’d also witnessed abilities like he was describing with Chris and Ky. And then, of course, there was Zoe. 
 
   “Most of these abilities are too weak or so useless that they’re inconsequential. A few of the more powerful and advantageous, however, could be essential to human survival. I, for example, can consciously enter the sleeping minds of others, as you’ve seen. I’m especially drawn to the dreams of people with a certain type and strength of ability.” I was getting the distinct impression that “Ability” was an official term wherever MG was. “I’ve been drawn to you since you recovered.”
 
   I shook my head. “Then your Ability must be broken. I don’t have any special powers—no sparks exploding out of my fingertips or objects floating around the room.” Even so, I needed to keep him talking, explaining. He knew what was happening to Zoe…and Ky and Chris. I glanced at the imaginary Zoe standing placidly across the net.
 
   “You surprise me, Dani. Most are resistant, even angry at the idea. But you…you must already know someone experiencing the change. You know it’s true,” he claimed, watching me carefully.
 
   I tore my eyes away from Zoe, desperate not to give away her secret. “What do you think I can do? What’s my Ability?” I asked impatiently.
 
   “Hmm…I have several guesses, but I know one thing for sure.” He smiled knowingly. “I’m not going to tell you. You won’t believe me without seeing it for yourself, so…I have an assignment for you. It should help you pinpoint exactly what you can do.”
 
   “And that would be…?”
 
   “When you wake up, experiment. Don’t talk to your animals out loud, and see how your day progresses.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Just do it, okay?” he said, suddenly right in front of me. His hand reached out, and his fingertips brushed down my arm. “What were you thinking about when you caused that brief wardrobe malfunction earlier?”
 
   Staring into his inquisitive, blue-gray eyes, I retreated into my mind.
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   Zoe
 
    
 
    
 
   I‘d been awake for hours. Lately, restful sleep had become foreign to me. Every time I woke, I thought. Every time I thought, I worried. I couldn’t stop replaying the attack or worrying about Dani traveling alone. I thought about Jason’s panicked response after I’d written to tell him why Dani had left, and I feared he would do something rash. I wanted to ruin Cece as much as he wanted to, but the hostility in his email was hair-raising. I also worried about what was happening to me. I was changing, evolving somehow, and though I knew Harper and Sanchez were there to help me, I was afraid.
 
   After repeatedly counting every knot in the wooden rafters over my bed, I managed to memorize and draw them. When I grew bored with that, I sketched seashells and other things that reminded me of home. In the midst of failing at my third attempt to get the shading just right, I gave up and threw my pencil across the room. I heaved myself off the bed, hastily dressed, and hurried out of the barracks, hoping a breath of fresh air would whisk away the cords of insanity unwinding in my mind.
 
   Being outside was uncomfortable; the morning air bit at the healing scrapes on my face and hands, but the sunshine made it worthwhile. I wasn’t the only one out enjoying the early morning rays. Off in the distance, a rabbit hopped around on the barren ground, foraging for breakfast. Little finches jumped from branch to branch on a leafless, withered tree, chirping and playing. I walked softly, trying not to disturb them.
 
   Feeling partially rejuvenated, I let my mind run away from me. Hope took root deep inside…maybe we’ll get an early spring. But my optimism faded as gray clouds drifted in front of the sun, casting baleful shadows. 
 
   I let my feet determine the pace and followed a winding sidewalk through the abandoned base. Where are all the dead bodies? I wondered, not for the first time. I shuddered and hoped I wouldn’t stumble upon any of them. As I strolled down the path, surrounded by dark, empty buildings, an eerie feeling settled over me, like I was taking a guided tour through the future:
 
   Graffiti art was a popular medium of expression during The Ending. You’ll notice, “We’re all going to die!” painted on the brick buildings to your right and the rusted doors of the personnel offices to your left. When people started losing their minds and/or dying during the Apocalypse, chaos ensued. In all the uncertainty, people left everything behind. They looted and scavenged, leaving Fort Knox the abandoned footprint of civilization you see here today. What was once home to thousands of cavalry, artillery, and infantry soldiers became home to squatters, freaks, and a new breed of humanity.
 
   Nearing the enormous gym, I shook myself from my demented daydream. Sarah had told me that Biggs and Harper had taken to playing basketball there when they had downtime. Concentrating, I could hear the sound of a ball being dribbled inside.
 
   My curiosity was piqued, and I made my way in to see if my friends were playing an early morning game of HORSE. Pulling my hands from the warm sanctuary of my pockets, I pulled the clunky metal door open and stepped inside. The dribbling continued until the door slammed shut behind me. 
 
   Walking further in, I spotted a single person in the vast space, and my smile faded. Jake, breathing heavily, held a basketball against his side with one arm as he waited to see who had disturbed his morning exercise. His face hardened when I stepped into view.
 
   It was the perfect opportunity to thank him, but I was distracted by…him. Perspiration glistened on his jaw, and his black t-shirt clung to his brawny, heaving chest. As he rubbed a hand over his short, damp hair, his sculpted biceps flexed, and I found myself silently hoping he would…
 
   “Did you need something?” he asked abruptly. Yet again, he didn’t seem happy to see me.
 
   “I was just…” Frustration eroded the thought I was trying to articulate, but before I could make a second attempt, the door flew open.
 
   “There you are.” Harper’s amicable voice perked my mood up like a thirsty flower given water. “I went by your room, but you weren’t there.” He nodded to Jake, then caught my eye and motioned toward the doors. “Let’s get some breakfast.”
 
   I glanced back at Jake and wondered if I would ever get the chance to thank him for saving my life…or to ask him what his problem was. Our eyes met for only an instant before he looked away, but I thought I saw curiosity in his gaze. 
 
   Walking back outside with Harper, I asked, “What’s his story?”
 
   “Jake? I’m not sure. Why?”
 
   I shrugged, pretending to be indifferent. “Just wondering.”
 
   Harper slid his hands into his pockets. “I don’t know. You’ve known him as long as I have. But, I think it’s safe to say he’s a pretty private person. He probably isn’t sure he can trust us. I’m the same way.”
 
   “I really can’t see you being reserved given your history of scandalous propositions…in front of everyone,” I teased.
 
   He winked. “It all depends, Baby Girl.”
 
   Laughing, I shook my head. “You know how demeaning that is, right?”
 
   “What, you don’t like your nickname? It just seems right. I like the way it takes you by surprise every time I say it.”
 
   “I just can’t believe I’m letting you call me that.” A sudden, frigid gust of wind assaulted us, and we quickened our pace. We continued on toward the mess hall in silence.
 
   When we stepped into the giant dining room, a small group was clustered around a long cafeteria table in the far corner. I could feel their eyes on me as Harper and I crossed the room to the breakfast buffet. They probably wonder whether I’m crazy or not.
 
   My concern vanished as my mouth began to water at the sight of bacon, biscuits, and gravy. My appetite had definitely returned.
 
   “OJ?” Harper asked, pouring some into a glass.
 
    “Yes, please.” We carried our trays to the table and sat down by Biggs, Sarah, and the other women.
 
   Halfway through our meal, I heard shuffling footsteps and looked up to see Dave and Stacey walking into the mess hall. The scrapes on my face pulled as I scowled at the sight of my former friend—I hadn’t seen him since the incident in the woods.
 
   Stacey’s brow furrowed sympathetically as she took in my damaged appearance, but she quickly caught herself, forced her mouth into a warm smile, and waved. I quirked my lips slightly, trying not to disturb the progress of their healing, and smiled back.
 
   Dave stopped, looking like his feet were suddenly glued to the ground. His face paled, and I lowered my eyes, focusing on my plate of food. I needed to smother the rage billowing inside me. I needed to hit him. Just ignore him, I told myself.
 
   “Alright, everyone,” Sanchez said as she marched into the room with rolled up maps and blueprints under her arm. “We’ve got a lot to cover today, so let’s get started.” She looked around. “Where’s Summer? And Jake?”
 
   “Here.” Jake nonchalantly strode into the dining hall, pulling a sweatshirt over his head. Cooper, the Husky, trotted in behind him, his tail wagging and his tongue hanging from his mouth. I watched Jake as he walked to the buffet and started plating his breakfast. The other women were distracted by Cooper, fawning over him and playing with his velvety ears and bushy tail. I, on the other hand, couldn’t tear my eyes away from Jake. Again, I was surprised he was moving around so well only a couple of days after being shot.
 
   “Do you mind?” Sanchez said in my mind.
 
   Snapping my head to the right, I met her stare. I sheepishly looked back down at my breakfast and picked at it with my fork. I wondered how and why our bodies reacted to the Virus so differently. With that thought, I studied the other members of the group, considering the possibility that Sanchez and I weren’t experiencing these changes alone. What aren’t they sharing?
 
   “And Summer?” Sanchez looked over to Tanya, Summer’s sister. “Where is she? I haven’t seen her since yesterday afternoon.”
 
   “She’s still not feeling well,” Tanya said softly. “She decided to stay in bed a little longer. I’ll fill her in on everything.” Her eyes were full of worry.
 
   “Let Harper know if she needs anything,” Sanchez said and clapped her hands together. “Okay, let’s get started.” 
 
   Sanchez began by informing everyone of the decision to stay in Fort Knox for a few more weeks. “We have an armory to inventory. We need to figure out exactly what to take when we do leave.” Glancing at Jake and me, she continued, “Some of you are in need of medical attention, and Harper has access to an entire hospital here. We have shelter and enough food to last us months, if needed. There’s no logical reason to leave until the weather gets better and we have a plan of action.”
 
   There was dissension from Tanya and Clara, two of the women who’d already been on the base when we’d arrived, which wasn’t surprising—they wanted to get as far away from the place as possible. I’d only seen a glimpse of the atrocities Jones and Taylor had inflicted upon them, and could hardly imagine the horrible memories that awaited them around every corner.
 
   “I know things haven’t been easy for you the last month or so, but I guarantee you’ll be safer with us,” Sanchez promised them. “Obviously the Virus has changed things. Life’s different now, and more than anything, we need to be prepared for what comes next. My team and I will do everything we can to make sure nothing happens to you, but if we leave, it’ll be more difficult. We need to know what we’re up against before we move on. The more information we can collect before leaving, the better.”
 
   Silence surrounded us as her words hung in the air, threatening to dissolve the illusion of peaceful solitude we’d clung to over the last few days. I felt a twinge of anxiety—a few weeks seemed like a long time to wait, but I understood Sanchez’s reasoning. I hoped to never come across anyone like Jones or Taylor again.
 
   “That gives some of us time to learn how to defend ourselves too,” I said, partially raising my hand to interject. I made a conscious effort not to lock eyes with Dave.
 
   Harper looked at me and grinned. “If you insist…that’ll be fun,” he said playfully.
 
   Ignoring him, Sanchez nodded. “I’ll get to that in a minute.”
 
   Biggs joined her at the head of the table. He unrolled a few of the maps and held them up, pointing out the hospital, the repair garage, and several places where we could find more supplies and clothes on base. Sarah’s eyes were appraising, never leaving him as he explained our modes of communication and our emergency plan should there be any sort of infiltration.
 
   “The Internet’s been on and off all morning, but it’s safe to say it won’t last much longer. As for transportation…we’re working on it. Jake, since you said you know your way around an engine, we need you get a few vehicles up and running. I’m not sure how difficult it’ll be since it looks like they’ve all been tampered with.” Biggs paused, considering something. “You obviously know how to use a gun, so we’d also like you on the patrol team.” His eyes shifted to me. “Zoe, you’re going to be Harper’s medical assistant. You’ll begin training with him in the hospital today.”
 
   “I want a full inventory of the medical supplies we have at our disposal,” Sanchez added before assigning the rest of the duties. 
 
   As she started to dismiss us, I interrupted, “What about the self-defense lessons?”
 
   Sanchez’s dark eyebrows arched, and she looked like she was hiding a smile. “Those of you who want to learn how to protect yourselves, which I encourage each of you to do, come see me,” Sanchez told the seven civilians in the room. “Zoe, since you’re so keen on the idea, you can start as soon as you’ve healed a bit more.”
 
   “I think I’m—”
 
   “Harper, come see me later so we can discuss her sessions,” Sanchez said, cutting me off. Or, you could just ignore me.
 
   When she left, the rest of us returned to our meal, chewing absentmindedly.
 
   “This sucks,” Sarah said under her breath, and we all shifted our attention to her. She looked around sheepishly. “I mean, this whole learning how to survive…thing. I already miss mani-pedis.”
 
   Laughter broke out around the table. Harper stomped his foot and tried not to choke on his coffee as he swallowed. “I’m gonna miss wet t-shirt contests.”
 
   “Reality TV,” Stacey added, and Tanya agreed.
 
   Biggs smiled. “My mom’s chicken and dumplings.”
 
   “Yeah, definitely Mom’s cooking,” Harper agreed. “She could make a mean meatloaf.”
 
   “What about you, Baby Girl?” Harper asked, taking a sip from his mug. His eyebrows danced as he waited for my response, and I knew he hoped I’d say something inappropriate.
 
   Everyone was focused on me, waiting. There were a lot of things that came to mind: fresh-made saltwater taffy, Bob Ross reruns, pub crawls with Dani… “It’s hard to choose, but definitely fireworks shows on the Fourth of July.” 
 
   “I didn’t know you liked them so much,” Sarah said, raising her eyebrows in surprise. There was a lot Sarah didn’t know about me.
 
   “Ever since we were freshmen in high school, my best friend and I would sit up on my roof, drink wine coolers, and watch the fireworks. We looked forward to it every year.” I smiled. “Even after we moved away, we’d always come home for that.”
 
   “I know what I’m gonna to miss,” Dave said, interrupting my happy recollections. “Red Sox games.” 
 
   I rolled my eyes. Surprise.
 
   “What about you, Jake?” Sarah asked. He was the only one at the table who hadn’t said anything.
 
   He glanced at me, then around the table. We all waited in anticipation.
 
   “Hurry it up, people!” Sanchez called from the doorway. “Harper, Biggs, I need to talk to you.”
 
   Reminiscing forgotten, we hurried to clean up. I gathered the dishes from the table and made my way into the kitchen to help Stacey.
 
   I had just set the armload down on a stainless steel counter when I heard Dave clear his throat behind me; my body stiffened instantly. I spun and attempted to step around him, spiteful thoughts snarling in my mind, but he reached for my arm. The moment his unwelcome fingers wrapped around my wrist, he recoiled like he’d been burned. His mouth hung open, and his wide eyes glanced back and forth between his hand and my arm.
 
   “Shit, Dave. I’m not contagious!” I blurted. I can’t believe I ever had sex with you!
 
   “Sorry,” he apologized hollowly. He was nervous, frustrated, and filled with regret—his emotions were more palpable than they’d ever been before. 
 
   I was tempted to shout obscenities at him, but he was too pathetic. Instead, I sighed and rolled my eyes. Part of me, the stupid, kind part, began to forgive him.
 
   His head was bowed in shame, and he wouldn’t meet my eyes as he said, “I’m sorry for what I did.” Even though I could feel how truly sorry he was, I waited for him to continue, finding vindictive pleasure in watching him squirm. “I was drunk and pissed off. I wasn’t thinking clearly,” he said, giving me nothing but lame excuses.
 
   My anger flared, stifling the forgiveness that had begun to take hold in my heart. “You can’t fix this with apologies and excuses, Dave,” I snapped. “They were going to kill me!”
 
   He breathed heavily, seeming to contemplate what he would say next. 
 
   Growing impatient, I spat, “Just leave me alone,” and turned to walk away.
 
   “Zo, I fucked up. I’ve been a mess because of everything that happened with Sammy and us, and…I was taking it out on you. I’m sorry. I just…” His hands clenched and unclenched at his sides as his eyes darted around the industrial kitchen. “I just can’t stand the thought of you hating me.”
 
   For the first time since the cabin, I really looked at him. The old Dave had vanished—his features were drawn, and the egotistical gleam in his eyes had dulled. 
 
   “I don’t hate you, Dave. I just don’t trust you anymore.” I turned back to the dishes stacked on the counter, wishing he’d just go away.
 
   He stepped up beside me. “Do you want me to help you with those?” 
 
   My palm raised automatically. “We aren’t friends anymore, so let’s not pretend we are, okay?” Irritated, I escaped the confines of the kitchen, making my way outside and heading toward the hospital. Finding Harper and starting my medical training would be the best way to keep my mind off Dave.
 
   Having fled from the barracks without a jacket, I pulled my sleeves over my hands and folded my arms in an effort to insulate against the cold. It was about noon, and the sun was peeking through ominous, ever-changing clouds as they sped across the sky.
 
   Clear skies seemed like a distant memory, just like my life before the Virus. I had to concentrate hard to remember the way some things smelled, like laundry fresh from the dryer, while others were still easy to recall—Dad’s scent of woodchips after working in his shop and Dani’s candy-scented perfume.
 
   I found myself wishing I’d done things differently, that I’d embraced life more. I used to be a fun person. Dani and I would laugh so hard our faces hurt and we nearly peed our pants. When was the last time I really laughed? I thought of Harper and appreciated our flirtatious friendship all the more. I used to be adventurous, too. I searched for the elusive Big Foot, went white water rafting, and whittled wood with my dad. 
 
   But the last five years were a blur of work and horrible dates. When did I change? Between graduating from high school and leaving for the East Coast, I’d managed to lose myself. Had I known life was as changeable as the clouds looming above, would I have taken a different path? Fortunately, I’d reached the hospital—I didn’t have to think about it anymore.
 
   As I entered the boxy building for the first time, I took in the bleach-white walls, textured ceiling tiles, and chaotically arranged chairs. Fake plants occupied the corners of the ER waiting room, looking too lively and out of place. I was glad there was daylight so I could see where I was going—unlike the barracks, the hospital wasn’t being powered by generators.
 
   The soles of my shoes squeaked as gray and blue carpet gave way to polished vinyl floors. Generic watercolor paintings hung on the walls—a variety of flowers and leaves. I tried to imagine swarms of people rushing in and out of the emergency room doors, barking orders at one another, and hustling from one patient to the next. It disturbed me to think that the facility would never again be filled with so much energy and purpose.
 
   “It’s about time,” Harper teased from the end of a hall. He was wearing a knee-length lab coat. 
 
   “Yeah, I hit a detour called ‘Dave’,” I told him as he ushered me into a wide-open space filled with a nurses’ station in the center, a half-dozen curtained treatment bays along the far wall, and a glass-walled medicine room immediately to my left. 
 
   “Here, put this on.” Harper gave me a lab coat of my own. “I’ve already started sorting through the meds, jotting down what we have.” He handed me the clipboard he’d been using, pointing out a couple of hard-to-pronounce terms. “These are the vaccines and compounds we need to find, if we can. Let’s finish taking inventory today, and we’ll see what else we can scrounge up tomorrow. Make sense?” 
 
   I nodded. 
 
   “Thanks, Baby Girl.”
 
   I headed into the medicine room and started sorting through the boxes and vials in the cabinets, compiling a list of everything we had.
 
    
 
   Morphine Sulfate Inj. – 5.5mg/mL vials – 7 boxes
 
   Morphine Sulfate Tablets – 15 mg – 100 count/bottle – 5 bottles
 
    
 
   “Hey Doc,” Jake said, his rumbling voice startling me. 
 
   I whirled around to find him standing in the middle of the emergency room. His intense, brown eyes were locked on me, like he was trying to will me away with his mind. As I stared back, I wished I knew what he was thinking. I waded through my emotions, hoping to recognize foreign feelings—Jake’s feelings—but my new sensory receptors seemed to turn on and off as they pleased. Currently, they were off, providing no insight into the mysterious Jake. 
 
       Suddenly, I realized I’d been looking at him for too long. I turned back to the open cabinet, surprised by the mixture of emotions and excited energy I was feeling. I didn’t want to give either Jake or Harper the opportunity to watch my fair skin grow rosy with embarrassment. Wiping my sweaty palms on my jacket, I refocused on my task.
 
   “So you’re finally going to let me take a look at those stitches?” Harper asked Jake, his voice growing louder as he made his way over to me. He set a tray full of shiny, scissor-esque contraptions on the counter near me and asked, “Can you find some extra sutures and add them to the tray, Baby Girl?” He winked and turned back to Jake.
 
   “Doctor’s orders,” Jake said, sounding unconcerned. If I’d just been shot, I’d be a little more than indifferent about it.
 
   Abruptly, Cooper bounded into the room, nails clicking on the floor and tongue hanging out. I abandoned my clipboard to pet him, and he leaned against my legs, wagging his tail enthusiastically. You saved my life too, I realized, bending down to rub his belly.
 
   “Zoe, would you bring me that tray, please?” Harper asked from the nearest treatment bay. He sounded distracted. “Alright, let’s take a look.”
 
   As I brought the assortment of pointy tools over, Harper motioned toward the examination table, and Jake settled on the crinkly paper covering it. Cooper followed suit, situating himself on the floor directly below his master.
 
   Looking back up from the dog, I started to set the tray down on top of a waist-high medical cart. “Just hold it for sec, would you, Baby Girl?” Harper walked over to the sink. In his most inquisitive doctor voice he asked Jake, “How have you been feeling?” while washing his hands.   
 
   “Alright.”
 
   Taking a clean roll of gauze from a drawer, Harper returned to his patient. “I’ve got a feeling the wound’s fine, but playing basketball wasn’t a great idea. I’m concerned you’ve pulled some of the stitches out.” Harper frowned as he put on a pair of surgical gloves and said, “Take your shirt off.”
 
   “I’m sure it’s fine—it doesn’t hurt,” Jake grunted, pulling off his long-sleeved shirt effortlessly and exposing the most toned, masculine body I’d ever seen in person.
 
   There was no way Harper didn’t hear my sharp intake of breath. Really? I felt unbearably uncomfortable. 
 
   Harper cleared his throat and continued, “You’re probably right.” He was eyeing me like he’d caught me raiding the cookie jar. “But it doesn’t hurt to check,” he added.
 
   Before he could begin examining Jake’s shoulder, the door swung open. “Harper, Summer needs you!” Clara said from the doorway. Her straight, blonde hair was tangled, and her eyes were wide with panic. “Something’s really wrong with her. She’s getting worse, and Tanya doesn’t know what to do…” Clara’s voice tapered off when her eyes settled on Jake. 
 
   Although only his back was visible to her, Clara didn’t seem able to peel her eyes away. Did she forget about Summer already?  She looked as dumbfounded as I felt, but her heated stare told me there was something more between her and Jake. My fingers tightened around the edges of the tray before I set it down and returned to inventorying.
 
   I remembered the look on Jake’s face the night he’d pushed me away and the scowl I’d received every time I’d encountered him since then. Are they together? Frustrating jealousy flared-up inside me.
 
   “I’ll see what I can do,” Harper said. “Zoe, check Jake’s wounds while I’m gone.”
 
   My heart started pounding. “But—” I was still unsure if my thing was public knowledge, and I had no idea if Jake knew. The possibility of seeing his memories and feeling his emotions was enticing, but it felt wrong—like an enormous, unforgivable invasion of privacy.
 
   Harper grabbed his medical bag before coming over to me. He placed an encouraging hand on my shoulder. “You did a great job with Dave’s injuries. I’m sure you’ll be fine. Just make sure all his wounds are clean and the stitches are still tight. I’ll come back when I can.” Registering the concern in my eyes, he repeated, “You’ll be fine.” And with that, Harper left.
 
   As I locked eyes with Jake, my self-consciousness resurfaced; it was both disarming and unwanted.
 
   Jake raised an eyebrow expectantly, seeming to say, “shall we proceed?” When I didn’t respond, he looked away.
 
   It’s the perfect opportunity to thank him, I reminded myself, but his impatience and dismissiveness made me hesitate.
 
   Jake resituated himself on the table, making his chest and arm muscles flex, and my blood suddenly felt like lava coursing through my veins. Although unexpected, the sensation was thrilling and my body tingled with excitement. Afraid of touching his skin, especially in my excited state, I made sure to grab a pair of disposable gloves from the box beside the sink after I washed my hands.
 
   Cooper whimpered as I approached the duo, his eyes pleading for more attention. Jake bent down and lovingly stroked the dog’s head before sitting back up to watch me impassively.
 
   As I began unwrapping his arm, I could feel his eyes on me. I could almost hear the questions forming on the tip of his tongue, but he didn’t speak. His eyes—earnest and aware of something I could neither sense nor see—betrayed his expressionless face, but only for a moment. With one blink, his revealing stare disappeared.
 
   Knowing I wouldn’t get a better chance, I took a deep, steadying breath, and said, “I haven’t had a chance to thank you…for saving my life, I mean.” It was excruciatingly difficult trying to thank a man who could barely stand to be around me.
 
   “No need to thank me,” he said curtly, looking through me. 
 
   The ridiculousness of his answer triggered my defenses. “Why not? I know what would’ve happened if you hadn’t—”
 
   “But, I did. So can we just drop it, please?” His rushed, quiet tone was all I needed to get the point. Whatever the reason, he didn’t want to talk about that night in the woods.
 
   “Yeah, sure, whatever,” I said coolly as I picked up one of the stainless steel utensils and used it to pull the matted gauze from Jake’s wound—it came off more easily than I’d expected. “What happened between you and Bennington?” I asked. Jake’s conversations with Jones and Taylor kept replaying in my head.
 
   Jake met my eyes. “He thought he could kill me, but he was wrong.” He watched me closely, waiting for my reaction, but I just shook my head at his vagueness. I wanted to think of something clever to spit back at him, but my annoyance vanished as I cleaned the crusted blood from his skin and took my first good look at his wound.
 
   I must have frozen, because Jake looked at me oddly. “What’s wrong?” he asked, the baritone of his voice startling me.
 
   “Um…” I didn’t want to sound more foolish than I already felt, but something clearly wasn’t right. “You needed stitches?”
 
   He crooked his neck to see the wound. “Yeah, what’s wrong with it?”
 
   I took a step back, completely astonished. “Absolutely nothing.”
 
   The look on Jake’s face wasn’t one of curiosity or concern—instead, he seemed unaffected by my words.
 
   “It’s almost entirely healed,” I told him, hoping he’d provide some insight into his apparent lack of surprise. “It’s barely been three days.”
 
   “I guess I’m a fast healer,” he offered casually, looking around the room.
 
   “But I saw the blood. You were in so much pain you could barely move.” I replayed the gunfight in my head, remembering how his features had twisted in agony. He’s hiding something.
 
   I studied him carefully. “You don’t seem surprised. Has this happened before?”
 
   He smirked. “This is my first time being shot.” 
 
   “That’s not what I meant. Do you always heal this fast?” 
 
   He looked into my eyes but said nothing. His silence was all I needed to confirm my suspicion that he was more than he seemed to be.
 
   Checking the unscathed flesh where his wound should have been, I tried another tactic. “Why do you keep pushing me away?” Frustration had enabled me to blurt out the question that had been nagging at me.
 
   Jake stared at me, his eyes narrowing and his thumbs tapping the padded table.
 
   “Jake,” Sanchez said, hurrying through the swinging emergency room doors with a grin. “We found some more fuel in one of the warehouses, but we’re having a hard time getting to it. Can you help?” Looking around the emergency room, she asked, “Where’s Harper?”
 
   “Checking on Summer. She’s not doing well,” I told her. 
 
   Sanchez considered the information for a moment, but her eyes soon brightened with enthusiasm. “Come on,” she said to Jake before heading back down the hall.
 
   Jake glanced at me, reaching for his shirt. “We done here?”
 
   “Hold on, I need to take out the stitches,” I said as I leaned closer.
 
   “Just leave them,” he snapped.
 
   “Well at least let me put some gauze over them until Harper can take them out,” I said, frustrated. “They’ll catch on your shirt and tear out. It’ll take, like, five seconds.” 
 
   Jake blocked my hand, and even through the thin gloves, the heat of his touch electrified my skin. “I’m fine,” he responded flatly. 
 
   The morning light shining through the high windows washed over Jake’s face only inches from mine, and for the first time, I stared into his eyes. His irises weren’t simply brown like I’d thought, but they were amber with pale golden flakes around the pupil and were ringed with ebony. They held secrets. Suddenly, his emotions invaded my mind. He yearned for something, and his anger and apprehension roared through me. I saw the girl again. She was looking up at him with nearly violet eyes, and her tears were mixing with blood as they streamed down her cheeks. She took a final, uneven breath.
 
   Like he could tell I’d seen too much, Jake pulled his hand away and yanked his shirt on.
 
   “Thanks, but I’m fine,” he repeated roughly before retreating down the hall. Cooper trailed only slightly behind him.
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   I hadn’t thought it was possible, but I was even more sore when I woke from my daylight slumber. I emerged from the tent in the late afternoon, my joints creaking like I was the tin man in need of oil. And my muscles, oh my muscles…they seemed to have calcified and merged with my bones. 
 
   Just one more night, I reminded myself. My plan to travel during the dark hours each day had proven ingenious so far; I’d been able to avoid my abandoned group—if they were even looking for me—and Crazies alike.
 
   As I puttered around the campsite, my head throbbed with an emotional hangover from the previous day’s overwhelming doses of loneliness and despair. I felt numb, mentally sluggish, and a little sick. Not that it mattered—I had things to do.
 
   To appease my dream stalker, I refrained from speaking aloud to my animal companions. I almost broke the rule when it was time to leave.
 
   Where’s Jack? He was just here.
 
   In the fading light, I searched the periphery of the campground, crunching pine cones and needles loudly as I moved from site to site. What little heat the December sun had provided during the day was dissipating quickly, and eerie shadows were being cast between the towering redwoods. I desperately wanted to get moving before the chill settled deeper into my body and stole what little mobility I had left.
 
   Just as I opened my mouth to quietly call for him, Jack trotted out of some nearby bushes with a wagging tail. He barked merrily.
 
   I glared at him. And where have you been?
 
   He lay down before me, rolling over to offer his neck in submission.
 
   Awareness dawned on me like the rays of the rising sun. It was so simple—so obvious. I had been experiencing the symptoms of one of MG’s “Abilities” over the past few weeks, I’d just assigned the effects to the wrong being: it’s not that Jack’s the smartest dog in the world…it’s that I’m in his head.
 
   Without moving a muscle, I stared at the groveling dog and projected the thought, “Stand up, Jack.”
 
   He stood, watching me expectantly.
 
   “Go over to Wings.”
 
   Jack immediately pranced over to the horse a dozen paces away.
 
   “Both of you, come here.”
 
   Like well-rehearsed actors, Jack and Wings closed the distance between us until we stood in a cluster at the center of the campground.
 
   I can talk to animals…in their minds. Holy crap! Thoughts raced around my head, making me dizzy, and I dropped to my knees on the cold ground. I just sat there, looking at nothing.
 
   Jack sniffed my face and whined. “Mother? Okay? Hurt?”
 
   I stared at him in shock, knowing with certainty that the deep, rough voice in my head had come from my dog. It’s not just one-way. How’d I miss this?
 
   The cynical part of me whispered silently, Because I wanted to. Because I was afraid. Because I didn’t want to be a Crazy. Belatedly, I thought, This is the coolest thing ever!
 
   “No, Sweet Boy,” I said both out loud and in Jack’s mind. “I’m fine. You’re such a good boy.” I scratched his neck for a few more seconds before standing and turning my attention to Wings. “I suppose you don’t really need this, do you?” I asked, tugging gently on her bridle. If we could talk in each other’s minds, I figured we could manage traveling without Wings having several chunks of metal jammed into her mouth.
 
   “No. Remove please.” Her voice was as rich and sweet as vanilla custard. 
 
   Neither Jack nor Wings actually spoke in words. Rather, it was like I could instinctively decipher the meaning of their projected thoughts, and my brain seemed to translate them into something recognizable. It was the same as listening to someone speak a foreign language for the first time and just knowing what they were saying. I wasn’t sure how it worked, or why…only that it did. 
 
   Obliging Wings, I freed her of the tangle of leather and metal and tossed the entire contraption into some nearby ferns. It took me longer than usual because my hands were shaking with adrenaline. Feeling suddenly awkward about forcing her to carry me, I pointed to her back and asked, “May I?” 
 
   She consented with a snort.
 
   As we made our way out of the campground, questions bounced around my mind like ping pong balls. Am I delusional? Is this real? How can it be? I let Wings and Jack navigate the highway while I tried to do the same with my thoughts.
 
    
 
   ~~~~~
 
    
 
   A few hours after midnight, we passed the scattered houses on the outskirts of town. Finally, after ten days of painfully slow travel—first by car with the others, then by horse on my own—I had arrived in Bodega Bay. I was home.
 
   During the long hours of the night, I’d managed to wrestle with uncertainty, eventually accepting reality. My Ability was real. I could talk to animals, and they could talk to me. I had also come up with a plan—there were a few places I needed to visit first, but I knew exactly where we would hunker down.
 
   Riding through the abandoned streets of my neighborhood, I felt like a stranger in my own town. It was as though my home had transformed into an Old West ghost town. I half expected to hear rusty signs squeaking and to see a tumbleweed bouncing across the worn pavement. As far as I could tell, I was completely alone. Maybe this was a bad idea.
 
   Where once they had been familiar and welcoming, the grassy hills to the west now seemed foreboding—anything could’ve been hiding behind their gentle slopes. Even the waves crashing against the jagged rocks sounded malevolent, like they were purposely masking any audible warnings of danger. 
 
   Apprehension built inside me as we closed in on Grams’s house. I hadn’t seen a single living person since leaving Fort Bragg, but I was desperately hoping to find one in there.
 
   Dismounting in the driveway, I asked Wings to stay hidden in the nearby trees. I’d expected to feel relief when I finally approached my childhood home. Instead, the steel-gray color of the siding had gone from soothing to dreary, and the various nooks and crannies surrounding the sprawling split-level house provided numerous hiding places for potential threats. My knees trembled as I slowly ascended the front steps. 
 
   Jack followed me, his tail drooping.
 
   What if she’s like Aunt Janet? I thought, standing on the porch and staring at the familiar, coral-white front door. Or what if she’s a Crazy?
 
   “If Grams is here, we have to find her,” I told Jack. He sat down obediently and waited for me to open the door.
 
   Fear caused my hand to shake as I grasped the doorknob and thought, Please be locked. The handle caught when I twisted it, like it was trying to deny me entrance, but then the latch clicked, and the door slowly swung open. Jack pushed into the house in front of me while I stood on the welcome mat and held my breath. Taming my wild emotions, I exhaled and gingerly breathed in through my nose.
 
   There was only the smell of home—a combination of cinnamon, chamomile, wax, and pine that filled the house year-round from Grams’s compulsive cleaning and candle-making habits. It was the most glorious thing I’d ever smelled, and not for nostalgia’s sake. Grams wasn’t rotting in her own home; there was still hope.
 
   “Grams!” I called out, stepping tentatively into the dark house and shutting the door. I flipped the entryway light switch, but nothing happened. “Are you here? Grams?” I roamed around the familiar cluster of rooms, hallways, and stairs, only tripping over an out-of-place ottoman and a pair of galoshes in the inky darkness. “Grams?”
 
   I opened her downstairs bedroom door, hoping to find her asleep in her bed, but my hope proved useless. She’s not here. I sat heavily on the end of her quilt-covered mattress. “Where are you, Grams?” I whispered into the darkness.
 
   Feeling myself coming unhinged, I reined in my emotions and hurried out of the room. Jack joined me as I reached the front door, and together we went back outside. I’ll find her, I promised myself and headed down the street toward Zoe’s house.
 
   An hour later, I’d finished searching the equally deserted home—like Grams, Zoe’s dad was ominously absent. Defeated and disheartened, I guided Jack and Wings across town to the ranch where I’d worked during high school. Not a street light glowed along my path. Not a ray of light shone through a window. Is anyone even alive?
 
   Even though it was still dark when we arrived at Bodega Bay Riders’ Ranch, the surroundings instantly comforted me. It was the only familiar place I could come up with that Jason might not think to check…if he even searches for me at all.
 
   As I dismounted and sent Wings out to pasture, I couldn’t help but dwell on Jason—the man I had to avoid in order to protect. He, along with the rest of the group, would be arriving in Bodega Bay in the morning. He would be in the same abandoned town as me, and I didn’t know if I had the strength to resist going to him. 
 
   To keep him alive, I can.
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   I‘d been up all night in the hospital, doing everything I could to help Harper make Summer’s final hours as pain-free as possible. She rambled incoherently, and her vomiting and convulsions had increased. By nightfall her body was bloated and shivering, and she was delusional. Harper couldn’t let her suffer any longer.
 
   “Tanya,” he said grimly. “Her kidneys and liver aren’t functioning…it’s only a matter of time.” 
 
   Tanya sat beside Summer’s hospital bed, clutching her sister’s hand. Her puffy eyes stayed locked on her sister’s trembling body as she slowly shook her head in defeat. Though Summer’s waning skin color and weakening body were obvious, Tanya refused to let her go. Summer’s all she has left. I wished I could do something, anything, to help the sobbing woman. I imagined myself in a similar situation with Dani, and something in my chest clenched. 
 
   Unable to watch the miserable scene any longer, I excused myself and left the room. As I walked away, I heard Harper say, “I’m sorry, but there’s nothing we can do for her now. I know this is difficult, but we have no choice—we need to sedate her. She’s suffering, and I can’t allow it to go on.” 
 
   Tanya’s only audible response was to cry harder. I was grateful Tanya had Clara to comfort her. They’d been through hell over the last few weeks, but at least they had each other. I tried not to imagine something terrible happening to my brother or Dani, the only two people I had left in the world.
 
   After giving Summer enough Morphine to put her in a deep, painless sleep, Harper joined me at the emergency room’s central nurses’ station. I was cleaning up the disarray left behind by the tornado of Summer’s decline. Not wanting to disturb the women in the nearby trauma room, Harper spoke softly. “It’s arsenic poisoning. I’m almost certain.”
 
   My head shot up in disbelief, and I stared at him. “Arsenic?”
 
   “It’s the only thing that makes sense, and as soon as I finish the bloodwork, I’ll know for sure.”
 
   “But how? Accidentally?” She wouldn’t have done it to herself, would she? I thought about the images I’d seen in Jones’s mind of the naked woman crying. Was she handling things so badly that she’d want to end her own life?
 
   “Not likely. Someone had to have done this to her,” Harper said adamantly.
 
   I immediately knew who. “Jones,” I whispered.
 
   Harper studied me, his eyes narrowed. “That’s my guess.”
 
   “He said things, and I saw—” I hesitated. “I know what he was capable of. It was either him or Taylor.”
 
   Harper exhaled heavily. “Do I even want to know?”
 
   Holding his eyes, I shook my head. “I think you should pull them all aside—Stacey, Tanya, and Clara, I mean—and see if they want to talk about what happened to them here. I’m sure I saw only a sliver of the monstrous things Jones did.” My mind rewound to the woods, to the feeling of Taylor’s foul hands assaulting my trembling body, but I shoved the memory away.
 
   Having been a horrible chemistry student, I was pleased with myself when I recalled some facts about the poisonous compound. “Isn’t arsenic in cigarettes and rat poison? Maybe she just…”
 
   Entertained by my naiveté, Harper gave me a small smile. “True, it’s a lot of places. But what we come in contact with on a daily basis is either organic or in such small quantities that it doesn’t hurt us. What Summer’s been subjected to is inorganic, which makes it extremely dangerous.” He paused for a moment, thinking. “Arsenic’s been used in chemical warfare throughout history…it’s possible there’s some here on base.” He ran splayed fingers through his short, dark hair, exhausted and defeated. I could feel guilt weighing him down, clouding his rationality.
 
   I reached out and gently squeezed his shoulder. “Don’t blame yourself, H. There’s nothing you could’ve done. You said so yourself.” My attempt at a reassuring touch was ineffective—regret was pouring out of him. “You need to get some rest,” I told him. 
 
   “I should’ve picked up on the symptoms sooner.” Suddenly, Harper’s guilt-ridden eyes brightened. “I think I saw arsenic in the armory yesterday.”
 
   Hearing soft footsteps, Harper and I turned to see Clara standing in the doorway to the trauma room. Her eyes were bloodshot, and her face was swollen and blotchy. After an uncomfortable silence, she breathed, “Summer’s gone.”
 
   Harper hurried into the room to check Summer’s pulse. She was gone.
 
   As everyone said their final goodbyes, relief filled the air, mixing with the suffocating sadness. I left the hospital, suddenly drowning in morbid thoughts of Dani and what horrible things might have happened to her. I hadn’t heard from her since she’d gone off on her own, and I knew Jones and Taylor weren’t the only sickos stalking around out there. But thinking of Dani triggered my protective instincts, and they quickly overpowered my grim thoughts. I should make sure Tanya’s okay.
 
   After finding everything necessary for tea in the kitchen and dampening a washcloth with warm water, I headed to Tanya’s room. I felt like a stranger as I tapped on her door, wondering if I’d be intruding. When I heard her timid voice call for me to come in, I entered. Tanya and Stacey were sitting on the bed, staring at me with drawn faces. Their grief was thick and palpable; I could feel the intensity of their emotions like they were my own. Sitting in a chair beside the bed, Clara appeared far more composed.
 
   Tanya wiped her red-rimmed eyes and sat up from her curled position on top of the comforter. “Hi,” she said raggedly, gathering her unkempt, mousey-brown hair into a ponytail.
 
   Smiling sympathetically, I walked over to the bedside table and set down the tray. “I brought some tea and a wet washcloth…if you want it.”
 
   “Thank you,” Tanya whispered. She picked up the damp cloth and placed it against her forehead.
 
   “I’ll go see what there is to eat,” Stacey said as she rose and left the room.
 
   “Is there anything else I can get for you?” I asked Tanya, hoping to make myself somewhat useful on such a depressing day.
 
   “No, I’m fine. Thanks,” Tanya said, motioning for me to join her on the bed. “So much has been going on the last few days…I feel like I barely know you.”
 
   I appeased her by sitting down. Though I felt uncomfortable being the center of attention, Tanya seemed eager for the distraction. “What would you like to know?”
 
   “I know Sanchez and her team met up with you in Ohio. Is that where you’re from?”
 
   It took me a brief moment to recall everything that had happened over the last few weeks. “No. Actually, I’m from California, but I was living in Massachusetts when all…this happened,” I said, gesturing around the room. 
 
   Tanya’s face lit up. “Really? I’ve always wanted to go to California. I grew up in Michigan where I met and married my husband, Steven…the Virus got him early on. He was transferred here right after we married. I’ve never been anywhere else.” Her reminiscent tone became distant. “Summer was visiting me for Christmas from Texas. That’s where she was going to school. She never settled down…said she never wanted to.” She looked down at her hands.
 
   “I’m sure she was glad to be here with you. I know I’d be glad to be with my family if I could.” I frowned as I thought of my father. Is he alone? Is he dying? Is he already gone? 
 
   Tanya nodded and shifted, pulling the blankets up around her. After a while, she dozed off. She was small like Dani, and her petite frame almost disappeared under the thickness of the blankets. 
 
   In the silence, I examined her room, noting how similar it was to my own. She had a few books strewn on her bedside table and a pile of tissues on the floor close by. Clothes were heaped in the corner, and unlike my quarters, the walls were bare—there was nothing to distract from the sorrow filling the room. 
 
   Afraid of waking Tanya, I slowly started to rise but froze when Clara said, “You’re very beautiful.” Her words were an observation more than a compliment—almost an accusation—and her piercing blue eyes seemed to burrow into my soul. 
 
   I hesitated. “Um…thanks.”
 
   Suddenly, her expression softened. “Sorry, that sounded less weird in my head.” Her smile was demure and innocent. Maybe she’s bipolar…
 
   “It’s a nice compliment. Thank you. I definitely haven’t felt very pretty lately.” I pointed to my healing face.
 
   “You look much better,” she said, her unblinking stare still locked on me.
 
   Tanya tossed fitfully, thankfully interrupting the uncomfortable moment. “Have you known Tanya for long?” I asked.
 
   Clara shook her head and moved to close the mini blinds, shutting out the sun. “Jake and I arrived a week before you did.” Ah, yes. The inescapable Jake. “I’ve gotten to know the others well enough since then.” 
 
   As Clara watched Tanya sleep, I felt the seriousness of her emotions. I could sense her gratitude and suspicion, although I didn’t understand what was causing them.
 
   “How long have you known Jake?” I wondered aloud.
 
   Her eyes shot over to me, scrutinizing my face. “A while.” Smiling shyly, she added, “We have quite the past, actually.”
 
   “Then maybe you can tell me what his deal is.”
 
   “His ‘deal’?” Her pale eyebrows raised in question. 
 
   I threw my hands up. “Why he dislikes me so much.”
 
   Clara’s nose wrinkled with displeasure, and she looked briefly menacing before moving to fold some loose blankets that had been piled on the floor. “I’m not sure. He’s never really explained it to me, and I try not to pry.” She looked at me like I was a problem she had to fix. Warning duly noted.  
 
   “Got it.” I had the sudden urge to get as far away from her as possible. “I’m going to check on Harper. Please let me know if Tanya needs anything,” I grumbled, leaving Tanya in Clara’s care.
 
   I headed down the hall to Harper’s room. His door was shut, and I hoped he was getting some rest, so I made my way toward the mess hall instead. At finding Sarah and Biggs locked in an embrace, moaning and groping, I made a quick exit. I did not want to watch them making out on a cafeteria table.
 
   I wanted to sketch and needed some fresh air to collect my thoughts. After stopping by my room to pick up my messenger bag of drawing supplies, I burst through the main doors out into the sunshine. The air was chilly, but my hair was pulled back into a ponytail, allowing the sun to kiss my face and the back of my neck, warming my skin. I squinted, basking in the rays. The old me would have grabbed some sunblock to prevent more freckles from dressing my cheeks, but the new me quickly dismissed such trivialities. 
 
   As I wandered beyond the yard surrounding the barracks, I stepped off the sidewalk toward a cluster of trees. I spotted a small pond with a few pine trees scattered around it, creating the perfect oasis for me to think.
 
   Except…Jake sat under one of the evergreens, absentmindedly carving something on a stick. I wasn’t in the mood to argue with him, but Cooper’s head rose at the sound of a twig breaking beneath my shoe.
 
   Jake looked up before I could sneak away. “Is everything okay?”
 
   I brushed away the suggestion of concern, knowing the question had probably been asked out of politeness. “Yeah, just getting some fresh air.”
 
   Standing a few yards from him, I debated what to do. My words came out before I could stop them. “What’s your problem with me?” I asked, sounding more pathetic than I’d intended. “It’d be nice to know what I did to make you so cold toward me.”
 
   Frowning, Jake stood. I’d never seen someone look so frustrated for no apparent reason. 
 
   When he said nothing, I continued, “I barely know you, but you’re always irritated around me.”
 
   “It’s not personal,” he said, like that was all the explanation I needed. He was just like my stupid brother, detached and in control all the time.
 
   My curiosity melted away, and annoyance solidified in its place. “Right,” I said. “So I should just ignore your bad attitude whenever I’m around you? Try not to let it affect me?”
 
   He ignored my sarcasm. “I’m leaving soon, so it won’t be a problem,” he said, turning away dismissively.
 
   I threw my hands in the air. “Oh, great! Well, as long as you won’t be around for long, I think I can manage.” His calm, collected arrogance was infuriating.
 
   I turned to leave, needing to get away from him before I embarrassed myself with an unflattering outburst. I started to walk away, vowing I would never bother him again, but hesitated. “Do you have any idea what it feels like to know someone saved your life, then wonder if they wished they hadn’t?” Keeping my back to him, I continued quietly, “It feels like shit.” I hadn’t realized the truth in those words until I’d spoken them out loud. “Merry Christmas,” I mumbled bitterly, wondering how much worse the coming year would be.
 
   As I walked away, I heard Jake mutter, “Dammit.”
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   Dani
 
    
 
    
 
   “Cam, No!” I screamed as my dead boyfriend’s decomposing body lunged at me.
 
    “You abandoned me!” he yelled. Bloody spittle sprayed from his decaying lips. “You said you’d stay with me! Why’d you leave? For him?” He was pointing at a man suddenly standing beside me—Jason.
 
   Cam altered his trajectory, instead attacking Jason, who was utterly unaware of our presence. As Cam pulled him to the ground, he began taking huge bites out of Jason’s neck and face. Jason did nothing to defend himself.
 
   “NO!” I leapt at Cam but couldn’t grasp any part of his melting skin. I gagged.
 
   He lifted his face and swallowed. “I’ll make him part of me—you’ll see. Then you’ll have to love me again.”
 
   I gathered my strength, preparing to attack the man I had loved with all of my heart. Suddenly, I was crouched alone on a featureless, ash-gray floor.
 
   “I’d planned to be here sooner,” MG said above me. “Sorry.”
 
   “Whatever,” I rasped, standing again. “Not your job to look after me in my demented mind. Don’t worry about it.” Swallowing roughly, I replayed the image of a rotting Cam consuming Jason’s flesh. It was a new twist on the nightmare and almost more than I could take.
 
   MG smirked. “You know…I think I might love you.”
 
   “You’ll get over it,” I told him. “I figured it out, by the way.”
 
   He quirked his lips, “You figured—ah…so what can you do?”
 
   Like he didn’t already know. I squinted my eyes, feigning deep thought. “Well…I can speak four languages, and I’m really good with computers. And I can solve a mean differential equation.”
 
   “Dani—”
 
   I swatted his arm and strutted away. “Calm down, MG. I’m kidding! It’s the animals.”
 
   “Which means…?”
 
   Still facing away, I said, “It means I can talk to them. And they can talk to me. Well, not out loud—in their minds.”
 
   He looked amazed. “Both ways? I haven’t seen that yet. What about people? Can you do them too?”
 
   With a hand on my hip, I turned. “Did you really just ask me that?”
 
   He smiled wickedly. “You know what I mean.”
 
   “Yeah. And I have no idea. I haven’t exactly been surrounded by people lately.”
 
   “But I thought there were others with you?”
 
   “Why would you think that? Are you spying on me?” I stalked toward him.
 
   He rolled his eyes. “Calm down, Beastmaster. I could feel their sleeping minds near yours. Kind of an amazing Ability,” he said, pointing to himself.
 
   “Right…” 
 
   MG, without warning, was instantly gone. Around me, a familiar expanse of beach replaced the ashen surroundings. Feeling a warm breeze on my bare skin, I realized I was once again in my bikini and was looking out at the vast expanse of the Pacific Ocean. The rhythmic movement of the water was hypnotic. At least, it had been before a certain unrequested dream visitor rose out of the swells and slowly made his way toward the beach.
 
   “You’ve got to be kidding,” I muttered. Wearing only swim trunks, MG glistened as water streamed down his upper body in rivulets. His pale, toned abdomen and shoulders drew my attention—no matter how hard I tried to ignore them.
 
   MG drank in my reaction, stopping several feet away. 
 
   I blushed intensely and narrowed my eyes. “Seriously? This is just too ridiculous!” 
 
   He chuckled, the noise making me bristle even more. 
 
   “Who are you anyway?” I snapped.
 
   “I’m the only person who can help you learn to use your special little skill,” he responded. “Now, tell me why you’re suddenly alone.”
 
   For some reason, I wanted to tell him why I’d left—I just wanted to tell someone…anyone. I needed another human to listen, to understand, and to say I’d done the right thing.
 
   As I sat down on the warm sand and hugged my knees to my chest, MG crouched next to me. The words tumbled around in my head chaotically until I opened my mouth and they spilled out. I couldn’t have stopped them if I’d wanted to. By the time I finished speaking, MG knew everything about the situation with Cece and my departure from Fort Bragg. He even knew a little bit about my unrequited feelings for Jason.
 
   At the conclusion of my story he asked, “So Jason—was he the one in the other dream? The guy who called you ‘Red’?”
 
   “Yeah,” I whispered, wondering if it had been mistake to include any details about my feelings for another man. MG was right—I did need him to help me understand my Ability, and I couldn’t risk driving him off with inopportune jealousy.
 
   MG shook his head. “He’d better appreciate what you’ve done for him.” Combined with the glint of admiration in his eyes, his words implied approval. He thought I’d done the right thing.
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   “So…what’ll you do now? Stay where you are?”
 
   “I really don’t know,” I confessed. I wondered why he hadn’t invited me to join him wherever he was, considering how much he seemed to like me.
 
   “Whatever you do, you need to learn to control your Ability.”
 
   I shrugged. “I don’t think it’ll be that difficult. Once I realized I wasn’t losing my mind, talking to Jack and Wings became pretty easy.”
 
   “I’m assuming you’re referring to your dog and horse?” I nodded, and he continued, “You can communicate with them, but what about other animals? Do you have to know them? Do they have to be near you? Can you talk to more than one at the same time? And what about people?”
 
   Staring at the ocean’s foamy edge, I responded, “I guess I don’t know as much as I thought I did.”
 
   “Which is why you have me,” he said, draping his arm over my shoulders and pulling me closer. I leaned against his warm skin, reveling in the first human touch I’d experienced in days. It wasn’t real, but that didn’t matter.
 
   “You need to practice.” MG told me. “Seek out random animals with your mind, and try to converse with them. Experiment with what you can do…maybe pick one type of animal—preferably a harmless one—and call as many to you as you can.”
 
   I nodded slowly. “Okay, I’ll work on it. What about the people thing? Can’t I try it on you?” I asked, hopeful that he would agree. If I could learn to talk to people in their minds, I might be able to talk to Zoe!
 
   “If, and it’s a big ‘if,’ your Ability works on humans too, I’m probably too far away.”
 
   “How far? Where are you?” I pulled away and looked into his pale blue eyes.
 
   Studying me, he ran a hand through his chin-length blond hair—it was curling at the ends as it dried. With a deep breath, he answered, “Like I said, too far.”
 
   “Do you know anything about the Colony?”
 
   “Yeah, some.”
 
   “Do you know if it’s safe?”
 
   He frowned slightly. “I’m really not sure.” 
 
   “That’s where my group is headed, eventually,” I explained wistfully.
 
   After a long hesitation, MG asked, “Will you follow them?”
 
   I thought about his question for a while. “I don’t know.”
 
   He seemed to consider my answer but didn’t respond. Instead he said, “I have to go.”
 
   “Oh.”
 
   “I’m sorry. I’ll see you again soon.” And with that I was alone.
 
    
 
   I woke in the late morning and spent several hours readying a stall for Wings and inventorying my meager belongings. My supply of food was almost expended, with only two packages of freeze-dried meals and a few cups of kibble for Jack. It was time for some scavenging. After checking the ranch’s main house—a post and beam building that had been used more as an office than as a home for nearly a decade and therefore held little of use, food-wise—I knew I would have to head into town.
 
   Leaning against the white-washed pasture fence near the stable, I watched the goats and horses graze peacefully. “Wings,” I called silently.
 
   The graceful Paint trotted to the fence.              
 
   “Jack and I will be gone for a few hours. We’re going to look for food.”
 
   “Apples?” she asked eagerly.
 
   I laughed and spoke out loud even though I didn’t need to. “I’ll look for apples. Will you be okay here alone?”
 
   She snorted. “Not alone. Many friends.” She was right—a small herd of friendly horses and goats were munching on grass in the pasture behind her.
 
   Remembering MG’s suggestion, I decided it was the perfect time to practice using my Ability…to experiment, as he’d said. Hesitantly, I opened my mind, attempting to reach out to all of the horses and goats meandering within the pasture’s fences. “Come to me,” I projected, and the thought reverberated like a gong.
 
   In a small stampede, every horse and goat began to purposefully move toward me.
 
   “Mother!” Jack called with worry. “Look!”
 
   “Shit!” I hissed. More than just the ranch animals had heard my call. 
 
   Hundreds of small critters, from birds to squirrels to skunks, were scurrying through the grassy fields all around me. They were heading straight for me. As the first few came close enough to touch, I worried they would try to climb up my legs or gnaw on my boots, but my worry proved unnecessary. Those who were close enough sniffed me and rubbed their faces against my legs; the rest babbled eagerly in my head while they chattered and chirped aloud.
 
    Within minutes I was surrounded by a multitude of animals, and in the distance, more were approaching—there were a few llamas, several dozen deer, and a variety of potential predators. At the sight of a large bobcat, I began to panic.
 
   I shooed the animals with my arms and exclaimed, “Go away!” 
 
   They continued advancing, amplifying my panic. What do I do? Oh crap…oh crap…
 
   It was time for some straw-grasping—I concentrated and remembered how it had felt when I’d called them to me. A myriad of connections snapped into existence between my mind and those of each of the creatures huddling and scurrying around me.
 
   “Leave me, please. I’m really sorry for interrupting your day,” I said. There’s no way this is going to work. 
 
   Luckily, I was wrong. Hundreds of greetings and farewells flitted through my mind as the small horde of woodland creatures dispersed. I sighed. Great, I’m an apocalyptic Disney princess. Zoe is going to laugh her ass off.
 
   Both shaken and relieved, I gathered the one animal I did want as a companion—Jack—and headed toward town with a large, empty backpack. I patted my coat to reassure myself the pistol was still holstered underneath it. Thank you, Jason, I mused.
 
   During the mile-long walk, I used the bushes and trees to conceal myself as best I could. My self-defense skills were far from perfect, but my stealth skills were razor-sharp from hundreds of high school nights spent sneaking out with Zoe.
 
   I was just creeping between a ragged thicket of evergreens and a stagnant pond when I saw movement on the nearby road. I quickly slipped behind the thick trunk of one of the pines and peeked around it to watch two men pass. They were repulsively dirty and periodically shoved each other, laughing whenever one of them stumbled. Are they drunk? Or Crazies? It didn’t matter—either way, they were dangerous. 
 
   Once they were out of sight, I slinked to the next cluster of trees. Very cautiously, I made my way to Grams’s backyard. Her house seemed like the best place to start my scavenging, especially since I knew where everything was. She’d always been a big believer in stocking up for a rainy day, though I’d always wondered how much rain would justify twenty cases of water and dozens of flats of canned tuna.
 
   Crossing the barren winter garden, moving between redwood planter boxes filled with rows and bunches of herbs, veggies, and dormant berry bushes, I froze. Someone had just passed by the dining room window—their outline showing faintly against the sage-green linen curtains. Somebody’s in my house! Dammit! But…could it be Grams?
 
   Painfully slowly, I inched back to the planter box at the farthest edge of the property and ducked behind an enormous rosemary bush. Unable to resist, I poked my head above the shrubbery and watched the window. Luckily, my green, cable-knit cap blended in better with the surroundings than my crimson locks. 
 
   The shadow reappeared minutes later, but I couldn’t identify the figure through the curtain. Come on. Look outside. Let me see your face.
 
   Suddenly, the curtain moved to the side, and a familiar, perplexed face looked out into the garden. Crap! Jason! Crap!
 
   I huddled closer to the ground, afraid to move…afraid to breathe…afraid to even think.
 
   Seconds later, the back door flung open, and heavy footsteps thudded down the deck stairs. “Dani! Where are you?” Jason called out. At hearing him, I squeezed my eyes shut and my heart skipped several beats.
 
   More footsteps followed, along with Chris’s baffled voice. “Jason, what are you doing?”
 
   Jason’s voice was rough and insistent, a combination that shredded my heart. “Dani…I thought I heard her. Did you? She told me to look outside.” 
 
   He heard me. Holy crap…it works on people! 
 
   Without my vehement command that he lay down and be quiet, Jack would have launched himself across several empty planter boxes and tackled first Jason, and then Chris. I was tempted to do the same thing. Fighting against my own desperate desires was one of the hardest things I’d ever done. It was a struggle just to keep my thoughts from calling out to my friends.
 
   More voices and footsteps thumped onto the deck. Slowly, I found a sparse spot in my herbaceous shield and watched a nightmare play out.
 
   Cece stood feet away from Jason, pointing at him. “You all heard him! He’s hearing voices. He’s a crazy freak just like everyone else we find. We can’t keep following someone who isn’t even sane.”
 
   What are you doing in my house, bitch?
 
   With a haughty sneer, Cece turned away to face the handful of men gathered behind her on the deck—her harem. “We need a new leader. Someone who won’t make us stay in some little shit-stained town just to look for one whiny little bitch.”
 
   What the hell is she doing? She’s insane!
 
   Everyone but Chris and Jason nodded in agreement.
 
   Where are the others? Where’s Ky? Where’s Hunter?
 
   “Good,” Cece said smugly. “Now we just need to dispose of you.” Turning back to Jason and Chris, she drew her sidearm and trained it on Zoe’s brother. Her followers did the same, half aiming at Chris and half at Jason. Both of my friends stood as motionless as statues.
 
   This can’t be happening!
 
   “I tried to give you a chance to see things my way. I even got rid of that little—”
 
   “Fuck off you psycho bitch.” Jason’s hands clenched into tight fists and he snarled, “I never should’ve touched your skanky ass. I will kill you for what you did.”
 
   Cece stuck out her lower lip in a mocking pout and tapped the barrel of her gun lightly against her mouth. “You were so unreasonable—taking her side on everything. At least I didn’t do anything permanent. Not like what’s about to happen to you.” She smiled wickedly, again aiming her weapon in his direction. “You really should’ve been more supportive…more understanding. You had a chance after she left, but you missed it.”
 
   “You’re fucking insane.” Jason stated.
 
   Cece shrugged, dismissing his opinion with that single gesture. In a few steps, she was inches from him. She pressed the muzzle of her weapon into his abdomen and stood on tiptoes to whisper in his ear, pausing to kiss his neck softly. As she spoke, his fists clenched and unclenched. From my vantage point, Jason seemed to be expending a herculean amount of restraint to remain still.
 
   Before she finished talking, her hands still groping him like a lover, Jason made his move. His body blocked my view of his sudden strike, but I could still hear. With a sickening snap, Cece’s gun clattered onto the weathered wood. It took Jason less than a second to spin Cece around and maneuver her into a choke hold, clutching the side of her head while she whimpered. Even with several handguns trained on him, Jason had gained the momentary upper hand. 
 
   “Lower your weapons, or I’ll break more than her wrist,” he warned.
 
   Distracted by Jason’s deadly grace, I hadn’t noticed Chris draw what appeared to be a sawed-off shotgun. She had it aimed at John’s chest.
 
   “If you…kill me…they’ll kill you,” Cece gasped between shallow breaths and pathetic whimpers.
 
   “Worth it,” Jason stated coldly, and I knew he wore a sadistic grin.
 
   NO! This can’t be happening! The situation was spiraling out of control. There were few remaining options that included my friends’ survival. Utter desperation filled me. Dammit, I can’t lose them! I can’t lose him!
 
   Of its own accord, a plan formed in my mind. I focused all of my mental energy on Cece. “Miss me, bitch?”
 
   Her whimpers suddenly ceased. I hoped it was because she’d heard my voice in her head and not because Jason was following through on his threat. I couldn’t let him do it. I refused to watch him die. 
 
   Wasting no time, I continued my assault on Cece’s mind, “He’ll do it, you know. And then what’ll you have? Nothing. You’ll be dead. You won’t even be avenged. Your little followers won’t get a shot off—I’ll see to that. Think about it, Cece. If I can talk in your head, what else can I do?” 
 
   Cece sobbed, “No…can’t be…it’s not possible…” Her words echoed in my mind.
 
   A massive headache was forming in my skull, and my body was beginning to shake from a sudden chill. It was difficult to keep my voice from sounding strained in her head. “Oh, it is you psycho bitch. I’m in your head…should I stay and play around?” I attempted to make my tone even colder as I thought, “Call them off, and get the hell out of here.”
 
   I couldn’t hear her response through the sudden whooshing in my ears. It felt like there was too much blood saturating my brain, making my head throb with an explosive intensity. I tried to see how the scene played out, but my vision was narrowing, dimming. I put all of my effort into watching and listening, but it wasn’t enough. Leaden, my eyelids shut, and my head slumped to the ground. 
 
   Jack’s warm body huddled against me as my world faded out of existence.
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   Zoe
 
    
 
    
 
   The morning was gloomy. The weather had progressively worsened, and I wasn’t excited about training under the looming, possibly rain-filled clouds that churned in the angry sky. 
 
   In the warmth of my sleeping quarters I readied myself for a day of flailing and falling. I layered myself in some of the training attire I’d acquired from the one-stop shop on base—the “PX” according to Harper. With the exception of my brown tank top and combat boots, the army-green, long-sleeved shirt, cargo pants, and socks all labeled with FORT KNOX made me look like a walking billboard for the base. My goal: to keep my arms warm, my legs shielded from the scrapes that would come with every scuffle and fall, and to protect my feet from the heel stomping and ankle twisting I would undoubtedly endure. Based on experience, I knew my agility was lacking, but I dressed optimistically. I also knew that the bulkier my clothes were, the more difficultly I’d have bobbing and ducking…and running away.
 
   Hoping to minimize the amount of tearing and knotting my long hair would sustain, I weaved it into a thick braid. With my black tresses pulled away from my face, it was easier to see the faint yellow remnants of the bruise on my cheekbone.
 
   However, taking in my overall appearance, I was pleasantly surprised. I looked pretty badass—looked being the operative word. I relished the idea of venting some of my irritation. I was still stewing over what had happened with Jake. His matter-of-fact tone pissed me off, and his inscrutable attitude was getting old. Self-defense lessons would start after breakfast, and unfortunately for Harper, as my trainer and partner, he’d be receiving the brunt of my pent-up aggression.
 
   Walking into the mess hall, I found Harper sitting at a long table with Sarah, Biggs, Clara, and Jake. The last thing I wanted was to sit next to Jake while he exuded the mysteriousness that annoyed me so much.
 
   Outwardly unfazed by his presence, I passed him on my way to the stainless steel tubs filled with mounds of steaming food. With a smile, I filled my plate with hash browns, bacon, and scrambled eggs, and wondered who was to thank for such a glorious meal. 
 
   I heard chattering and laughter bubbling up from the tables behind me, and it instantly brightened my mood. The sounds filled the large dining room with vibrancy and comfort.
 
   “Hey Croft, you mind grabbing me some OJ while you’re up?” Harper called out.
 
   Assuming he was talking to me, I peered back at him. “Croft?”
 
   “Yeah, you know, Lara Croft—tomb raider, relic hunter…? You look like her today.”
 
   “She’s hot,” Biggs added, and I couldn’t help but laugh.
 
   “She’s a video game character,” Sarah said disapprovingly. “She’s not hot.”
 
   “She kicks ass. That’s totally hot,” Biggs reiterated.
 
   Jake chuckled. “Yeah, she’s pretty hot.”
 
   Distracted by Jake’s comment, I filled a cup until orange juice spilled over the rim. “Shit,” I spat. Wiping my hand on my pants, I headed to the table. Biggs scooted over to make room for me.
 
   “Thanks.” Harper nodded and winked as I handed him the sticky cup. His charm and playfulness sometimes made me forget he was a medic. I’d always imagined doctors as old and stuffy. Harper was definitely neither.
 
   I took a sip from my own cup of orange juice and nodded. “Sure thing.”
 
   Avoiding Jake’s penetrating stare was impossible. He sat directly across from me, his attentive eyes alternating between Harper and me. Guilt poured off of him every time our eyes met, but his closed-off expression remained. 
 
    As I slowly ate my breakfast, I lost myself in thought. I couldn’t help wondering what Jake had done before the Virus. But even as I told myself I shouldn’t care, I knew I did. The simple fact that he wouldn’t talk to me made me all the more curious.
 
   Jake was tall and strong—someone my dad would’ve called a “strapping young man”. With his military-style clothing and close-cropped hair, he could easily be mistaken for a member of the armed forces. I just couldn’t picture him taking orders from anyone. Given his rugged appearance and macho build, he could’ve been a lumberjack. However, I couldn’t picture that without the idea of him stripping off his clothes while gyrating to techno music. That made me smile, just a little.
 
   “What are you grinnin’ about?” Harper whispered near my ear.
 
   “Nothing,” I lied, shoving a fork full of hash browns into my mouth.
 
   “You ready for your lessons today?” He wiggled his thick eyebrows up and down. I laughed, realizing Harper’s eyebrows were a character themselves—he wouldn’t be the same without them.
 
   I was relieved to see Harper’s playful banter had returned. Summer’s death had been difficult for him. I could still feel his remorse, just as I’d been feeling everyone else’s; it was impossible to ignore.
 
   “I think so. Although…you seem a little too excited about it.” I smirked. “I’m starting to wonder if I should be nervous.” I eyed him carefully, waiting for a muscle twitch or an averted gaze to give him away.
 
   “I’ll look out for you.” His promise was compromised by a mischievous grin.
 
   “Yeah, I’m sure.” 
 
   “What, you don’t trust me?” he scoffed. “I’m always looking out for the best interest of—”
 
   “Yourself,” I interrupted, and he laughed.
 
   I glanced at Clara as she stood. She was watching me intently. When she noticed me looking at her, she flashed a bright smile and glided away. The pale purple of her yoga pants triggered my memory, and nearly violet eyes flashed in my mind. Recalling the look on the mysterious, dying woman’s face and the feeling of Jake’s misery, I suddenly felt nauseated.
 
   I looked up and found Jake staring at me.
 
   “Are you okay?” he asked. “You look sick.”
 
   I had to blink to clear the image from my mind. “Yeah, I’m fine,” was all I could think to say.
 
   “Alright, Baby Girl,” Harper said as he stood. “Let’s go. Time to get to work.” He looked over at Jake. “You coming?”
 
   I glanced back and forth between Harper and Jake. “Excuse me?” 
 
   Jake studied me with unreadable eyes before walking away in silence.
 
   Frantically, I followed Harper as he marched down the hall. “I thought I was training with you, H?”
 
   He shook his head. “No, Jake’s your sparring partner.” His casualness was maddening. Great. 
 
   Walking outside, Harper surveyed the ground and bent down to pick up a few branches and sticks…though I didn’t know why he needed them. “You don’t like Jake, huh?” He examined a few large twigs before approaching me, seeming a little too entertained by my discomfort.
 
   I rolled my eyes. “I’m trying to like him, but he’s sort of a dick. He’s making it nearly impossible to get to know him…or even talk to him. He won’t even let me thank him properly for…you know.” I dropped my hands to my sides, realizing I’d been gesturing around wildly.
 
   Harper shrugged which only increased my annoyance. “You don’t know Sanchez all that well either. Some people are just more private than others.” 
 
   Why is he defending him so much? Not wanting to admit it was true, I remained silent. 
 
   “Give him a break. Besides, he’s leaving as soon as his wounds heal. And to answer your question, I am teaching you, but Sanchez brought up a good point—you need to be able to defend yourself against anyone, Zoe.” His eyebrows shot up in acknowledgement. “Hey Jake, perfect timing.”
 
   I turned to find Jake standing behind me with his arms crossed. I needed to tell Harper that Jake was miraculously already healed. Instead, I was distracted by Jake’s inscrutable expression; he looked neither eager nor opposed to being there.
 
   Harper cleared his throat then explained, “I want Zoe to learn how to use things around her as weapons at any given moment. She won’t always have a gun or a knife, or…us.” He walked over to me, presenting a twig, a stick, and a small branch. “Pick the one you want to start with. We’ll switch it up as we go.”
 
   I shrugged and grabbed a gnarly, foot-long stick. 
 
   After an hour of step-by-step training with Harper, I knew how to effectively knee, kick, elbow, and head-butt my way out of an assailant’s hold, in theory anyway. The stick, which was supposed to be functioning as my weapon, ended up causing me more bodily harm than Harper. Then, he pulled Jake away from sparring with Sanchez. 
 
   “Now, let’s see how well you can put everything together,” Harper said, grinning. “Show me what you’d do in scenario one, Baby Girl. Jake’s bigger than you and five times as strong.”
 
   “Oh come on, I’m not that pathetic,” I retorted.  
 
   Harper ignored me and continued, “What are you gonna do if he has his arms wrapped around you from behind?”
 
   It was difficult to stay focused as Jake’s observant eyes watched me, waiting, but imagining the pleasure I’d feel at taking out my aggression on him—one scratch, stomp, and jab at a time—was enough to inspire my determination to learn. I stood with my back to him, anxiously waiting for his arms to wrap around me. I desperately hoped my body would have zero response. 
 
   Distracted by Cooper barking as he played with Sanchez a few yards away, I spun around. Just as I did, Jake’s arms wrapped around me. His scruffy cheek rubbed against mine, tickling my skin. His breath was warm on my neck, and an earthy scent wafted off him, diverting my attention from what I was supposed to be doing. Wait, what…the pressure of his solid arms wrapped tightly around me was unexpectedly exciting.
 
   “You’re not even trying, Zoe,” Harper said, snapping me out of my unwanted, lusty haze.
 
   “Agh!” I finally started to struggle. Jake’s hold was unyielding as I wriggled around. After only a few seconds had passed, I was already winded. This is embarrassing. 
 
   I took a deep breath. Situation one…a man comes up from behind me. I’m supposed to… Using my thigh muscles, I leaned forward and immediately sprung backward as hard and fast as I could. With the force of my body movement, I knocked Jake off balance and tried to hit his face with the back of my head.
 
   My efforts were fruitless. He tilted his head to the side, and the back of my head missed his face, nearly giving me whiplash as it ricocheted off the top of his shoulder. “Shit,” I hissed, trying to ignore the sharp pain in the back of my neck.
 
   Unsure what to do next, I leaned forward, lifted my legs off the ground, and let my body weight hang limply in his grasp. He stumbled forward, no doubt surprised by my unconventional methods. His head bent down toward me, and I quickly planted my feet back on the ground. As he tried to regain his footing, I head-butted him in the nose.
 
   “Son of a bitch!” he rasped, but his hold tightened—I still couldn’t wriggle away. As I continued to struggle, I heard snickering and stopped. Harper and Sanchez were laughing hysterically as they watched us.
 
   “What do you call that? You look like a monkey,” Harper said as he continued laughing, and I realized I must have resembled a cat struggling to escape the suffocating arms of its owner.
 
   Jake let go, and I crumpled to the ground with a thud. I was glad to be away from the distracting sensations I felt in his arms, but the sharp pain that shot through my knee upon impact was an unwanted replacement. Catching my breath, I stood up.
 
   “Nice head-butt. It would’ve been more effective if your hair wasn’t padding the contact,” Jake told me. Although I knew he was right, I resented his smart-ass tone. 
 
   “That was definitely…one way to do it,” Harper agreed. “But you didn’t get very far, Baby Girl. Try it again; only this time, let’s practice using the second scenario.” Harper took a step back, clapping his hands in an effort to keep me motivated, and Jake immediately seized me from the front. Winded, I quickly tried to collect myself, but with his arms wrapped around me, his scent assaulted me and derailed my concentration yet again.
 
   As I struggled, my hair stuck to the stubble of his face like Velcro. I must’ve looked utterly ridiculous with his arms around me and my face buried in his neck. 
 
   My curiosity faded as I once again recalled the image of the woman I’d seen in Jake’s memories, lying limp and dying in his arms. What part had he played in her death? Unease washed over me at the reminder that Jake was practically a stranger. I reprimanded myself for forgetting that, and common sense kicked in. I was supposed to be kneeing him in the groin. So, that’s what I did.
 
   Distracting Jake with a fake head-butt should’ve worked, but he’d been watching me train and knew the moves Harper had taught me—it was easy for him to avoid my attack. I tried to knee him, but he blocked my attempt with his leg. 
 
   He laughed heartily as I struggled in his hold. He’s enjoying this way too much. Infuriated, I bit his neck with guilty pleasure. Although the element of surprise would’ve sufficed, I bit him harder than necessary, and he shouted in pain. I kneed him in the groin as hard as I could, and when his grip loosened, I elbowed him in the face. Squirming out of his hold, I began to dance victoriously.
 
   Jake’s expression was a mix of anger, pain, and amusement. He winced a couple of times, but my celebration was short-lived—he was in less pain than I’d hoped. Bent over and breathing deeply, he smirked. “Feel better?”
 
   “Actually…yes, I do,” I admitted.
 
   Harper sauntered over with his mouth drawn into a proud smile. “Great job, Baby Girl! A little unorthodox, but hey, it worked.” He wrapped his arm around my shoulder and pulled me in for a friendly squeeze.
 
   “You said I’d have to think on my feet.” I looked back at Jake who was still bent over in fading pain, watching us.
 
   Harper laughed. “Alright, enough play time for today. Let’s get to work.” He motioned toward the hospital. “Thanks for your help, Jake. See you in there.”
 
   I made my way to the hospital with Harper, donned my white jacket, and started preparing the tetanus boosters we’d planned to administer to everyone. I barely had time to pull out my syringes, needles, and vials before Sanchez began sending people in. Dave entered and headed straight to Harper’s table in the treatment bay beside mine, thankfully without a glance in my direction. Tanya was next to arrive, and she headed over to me.
 
   “Hey, how’re you feeling?” I asked while I wiped her arm with an alcohol swab.
 
   “Okay. Tired, but I guess that’s what happens when you don’t sleep much.”
 
   “You should take a nap after we’re finished. You might be sore for a bit, but it’ll pass.” We talked for a couple minutes after I finished administering the vaccination, and then she excused herself. I smiled as she waved and exited through the swinging doors.
 
   Sarah was my next patient. Dread was painted all over her face; she hated needles and turned green just thinking about getting a shot.
 
   “It’s okay—it’ll only prick a tiny bit, and then it’s over.” I tried to reassure her with a promising smile.
 
   “It always hurts. I especially hate when I have to rip the Band-aid off. It always pulls the hairs on my arm and stings.”
 
   “Sarah, I promise I’ll—Oh, hey Biggs!” As she looked behind her, I stuck the needle in her upper arm.
 
   “Ow, Zoe! That was mean!” Her eyes narrowed, and she stuck out her bottom lip.
 
   Knowing it was mean, I mirrored her expression. “Sorry, I was only trying to help.” I couldn’t help but laugh as I wiped the injection site. “It wasn’t that bad, was it? Look, I’ll even leave the bandage off for you.”
 
   She sighed. “I guess not, but still.”
 
   “You’re just upset that he wasn’t really standing there,” I mused. She tried to repress her smile, but I could feel her happiness at the thought of him. I wish everyone was this easy to read. “You love him,” I said in a sing-song voice.
 
   Sarah hopped down from the table. “Now that would just be silly, wouldn’t it,” she said dryly.
 
   “And why’s that?”
 
   “We’ve only known each other for a week or so.”
 
   “Yeah, well silliness is all we have now, isn’t it? Rationality went out the window the moment the world started falling apart. I think it’s safe to say you should follow your instincts.”
 
   Sarah’s face seemed to brighten at my encouragement, and she gave me a quick hug. “Thanks, Zoe.” She practically skipped out the door, leaving me with an amused grin as Clara walked in. Although she smiled, my mood immediately soured.
 
   “Hi,” she cooed as she sat on the table. 
 
   “Hi.” Strange girl. “You’re not afraid of needles too, are you?” I began disinfecting her skin with an alcohol wipe.
 
   She laughed sadistically, sending a rush of chills down my spine. 
 
   “I’ll take that as a no, then.”
 
   Clara didn’t flinch or blink an eye as the needle pierced her skin—instead she simply stared at me. At that moment I was both afraid and curious to know what she was thinking. I didn’t have to wonder for long.  
 
   “What’s going on with you and Jake?” she blurted quietly. Her jealousy was apparent.
 
   “Excuse me?” I choked out as she glowered at me.
 
   Suddenly, her lethal gaze melted, and her demure smile returned. “It’s just that he and I have a special…friendship, and I want to make sure you’re aware of it, that’s all.”
 
   A switch flipped inside me, and I suddenly didn’t care how much Clara unnerved me. “Well if that’s the case, then I’m sure you have nothing to worry about.” I put on a fake, condescending smile, slapped a bandage on her arm, and called out, “Next!”
 
   Her eyes narrowed in consideration, but right when she opened her mouth to speak, Jake strolled in. I felt the heat of his stare and glanced at him, Clara’s eyes following suit. “Jake,” she purred. “We were just talking about you.”
 
   “Really?” He looked amused. That’s twice in one day. His eyes swept back over to me.
 
   Clara’s face tensed with animosity as she followed his line of sight. I tried not to let my blank expression waver.
 
   “You’re over there.” I pointed Jake toward Harper’s table, and he kept moving.
 
   Obviously dismayed that she couldn’t provoke me, Clara folded her arms and stomped away. 
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   Dani
 
    
 
    
 
   I‘d finally woken in the small patch of woods behind Grams’s house the previous afternoon with only a few hours of daylight left. I hadn’t known why I’d blacked out nor where everyone had gone, but I had known my continued survival depended on finding more food. Luckily, I’d successfully scavenged some nearby homes and managed to avoid further contact with people—both known and unknown—before returning to the ranch. 
 
   With at least a week’s worth of food stocked in the ranch house, I was free to focus on settling in. I had to stay somewhere in town, at least until I figured out what had happened to Grams, and the ranch was as good a place as any. Besides, the animals in residence needed someone to take care of them. 
 
   Since nobody had died in the house, the air was blissfully gag-free. The ranch house also had functioning plumbing, two fireplaces, and a working gas water heater.
 
   As I cleaned the front room and arranged the rustic furniture in a way that befit my survivor lifestyle—casting a large couch as my bed, a coffee table as my desk, and a bookshelf as my closet—I considered finding a way to contact Zoe…for the thousandth time. There was no internet, no landline, and no cell signal to rely on. But…there’s always MG…
 
   My thoughts flashed to the confrontation I’d witnessed between my friends and Cece on Grams’s deck. I didn’t know how it had ended, but I was pretty sure it wasn’t in bloodshed. Unfortunately, one thing was certain—caring for me had almost cost Chris and Jason their lives.
 
   Zoe’s better off without me. Everyone is.
 
   By lunchtime, I ran out of things to do in the house. Though there were plenty of chores associated with maintaining the ranch and its dozens of animals, there was an off-site errand that was far more urgent. I needed to figure out what had happened to Grams and to Zoe’s dad. I’d made a promise to Zoe.
 
   I rounded up Jack and donned my empty pack to once again sneak through the sparse woods and tall grasses surrounding the town. We made it to Grams’s garden without incident and carefully walked the perimeter—nobody was in sight, and there were no fresh human scents for Jack to follow. Jason and Chris were gone. I felt a sharp pang of disappointment in my chest, turning my relief to bitterness.
 
   Feeling strangely empty, I snuck back into my childhood home. Jack and I quickly searched the interior, making absolutely sure the house was vacant. Certain of our solitude, we scoured every room, one-by-one; we found nothing but memories and dust. In the basement we ravaged Grams’s fabled food stores, stocking up on canned meats and a variety of homemade dried soups. The house was filled with remnants of the woman who’d raised me, yet Grams herself wasn’t there. Where are you, Grams?
 
   We finally ended up in the kitchen, the hope of finding any sign of her whereabouts hanging by a thread. As I searched around the room, I spotted a plain white envelope stuck to the fridge. The hand-made magnet holding it up was one of the few presentable items I’d created in the many art classes Zoe had coerced me into taking. It consisted of a thin circle of clay etched with a perfect Celtic knot representing the love between a mother and daughter, or in our case, a grandmother and granddaughter. It had taken me five weeks and four attempts to get it right, but my efforts had been more than justified by the tears in Grams’s eyes when I’d given it to her on her sixty-fifth birthday.
 
   Removing the magnet and envelope from the fridge, I recalled my many failed attempts to replicate Grams’s distinctive old-fashioned penmanship. I ran my fingers over the single word written on the front: Dani-girl. My dwindling hope swelled. She might be alive!
 
   In a haze of eagerness, I shoved the magnet and envelope into my jacket pocket and rushed back to the ranch. I set the sealed envelope on the coffee table, sneaking glances at it as I scurried back and forth between the kitchen and front room to make tea. 
 
   Finally, steaming mug in hand, I snuggled into a blanket on the couch and stared at the beckoning envelope. What’s in it? A letter? When did she write it? Is it good news?
 
   With shaking fingers, I set down my cup of tea and picked up the envelope. As I opened it, a torn photograph and an antique iron key plunked onto the coffee table’s unfinished oak surface. A young Zoe and Jason peered up at me from the faded image, captivating me, but I knew the partial photo couldn’t provide the answers I sought. Instead, I focused on the folded letter that was still partially encased in the envelope. 
 
   I gingerly pulled it out and immediately recognized the note’s flowery stationary. According to the date, it had been written a couple of weeks ago. As I began to read, I both savored and feared each successive word.
 
    
 
   December 9, 2012
 
    
 
   Dani-girl, my dearest granddaughter,
 
    
 
   I hope you know that you have always been more than a granddaughter to me. You have been a daughter, and one for which I am eternally grateful. I lost my Ceara, but I gained you. You were worth it.
 
    
 
   As you requested, I looked for Zoe’s father. I found him. Tom was sitting against a tree on a bluff overlooking the ocean, dead. He had a key on a string and a torn photograph of Zoe and Jason clutched in his hand, both of which are in this envelope. Please give these things to Zoe or Jason if either of them survives…if you survive.
 
    
 
   You must know and accept this: I am sick and dying. I’m too old to recover from something killing even the young and healthy. I’m going into the forest for my eternal rest. Don’t roll your eyes at me, Dani-girl, it’s the only way to guarantee my return to nature with so few people around to take care of the bodies. DO NOT go looking for my body, Dani-girl. I don’t want you to remember me that way. I mean it—if you care for me at all, you will leave my body be. I pray that you will one day read this, for then you have survived.
 
    
 
   I’ll love you always, my Dani-girl,
 
   Grams
 
    
 
   With a handful of sentences, my whole world came to a crashing halt.
 
   Grams…she’s dead.
 
   She’d stepped in and raised me after my mother died in childbirth, had molded my teenage temper into a tool to be used by a grown woman, and had instilled in me the importance of embracing my heritage by teaching me her native language and traditions. She’s dead. How can she be dead?
 
   I craved the release of tears, but my body denied me. Numbness saturated me as part of myself seemed to dissolve—Grams was gone. Time passed in my suddenly empty and meaningless world, and I eventually succumbed to the exhausting fog of depression. My eyelids felt swollen with the unfulfilled need to cry. Seeking temporary relief, I closed my eyes and let sleep claim me.
 
    
 
   I became aware of the dream only after he arrived, like his presence awakened my conscious mind without disturbing my sleep. Dreams were normal—incomprehensible and forgettable—until MG arrived. He gave them substance and matter. With his involvement, I felt like I was living in two different worlds.
 
   I was huddled on the ground staring at the bodies of Grams and Tom. They looked so perfect, like they might wake up at any moment, but I knew better.
 
   They were gone. Dead.
 
   As my conscious mind merged with my dreaming self, I let out a low, keening moan.
 
   Grams was dead.
 
   Gently, MG crouched in front of me and lifted my face with gentle, graceful fingers. “Dani? What happened?”
 
   Through a barrage of sobs, gasps, and incoherent words, I told him about my discovery…about Grams. I finished with, “Everyone’s dead. I shouldn’t be surprised.”
 
   “Not everyone,” he said softly and took me into his arms. “You can always go to Colorado, to the Colony to meet up with your friends. You wouldn’t be alone there.”
 
   Shaking my head against his shoulder, I whispered, “I don’t know. I just don’t know. I…I don’t think I can handle working on this tonight. You should probably go visit your other people.”
 
   He held me close. “They can wait.”
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   Zoe
 
    
 
    
 
   The hospital off-base was desolate—an empty labyrinth completely deserted by its former inhabitants. Where are all the sick…dead people? Harper’s practiced footsteps were barely audible as he advanced down a linoleum hallway. I couldn’t say the same for mine. As we rounded a corner, he scanned the area with his assault rifle, prepared for whatever vile thing we might encounter. Given his usually playful disposition, it was easy to forget he was trained to kill. As we combed through the potentially dangerous building, his training gave me solace.
 
   “Stay close behind me,” he whispered, concentrating on the dark corridors ahead. 
 
   I shivered. Searching the facility for supplies was a really bad idea; every raised hair on my body confirmed it. “Don’t you think we’ve found enough stuff?” I waited for Harper to answer, but he didn’t, so I prattled on, “We can only take so much with us when we leave anyway.” I readjusted the canvas duffel bag strap crossing my chest. “Besides, this place is huge. It can’t be safe to—”
 
   “We’ll argue later,” Harper said, dismissing my concerns as he continued down the hall. “Be quiet.” 
 
   I followed him, my eyes darting around as I tried to focus on anything besides my racing heartbeat. An empty nurses’ station was cluttered with medical books and files, and stray papers littered the floor like a rogue whirlwind had swept through the space. Some of the doors lining the hallway were shut, and I couldn’t suppress my morbid curiosity. What’s behind them?
 
   Just as I was wondering when we would reconvene with Jake and Sanchez, the sound of static startled me. “Harper,” Sanchez said, interrupting our radio silence. “Get down to the ER. There’s something you need to see.” Her ominous tone filled me with dread, and I had the sudden urge to run away, screaming.
 
   “That doesn’t sound good,” Harper said, reaching back to squeeze my hand. No shit. “Move fast and keep close.”
 
   I hurried behind him as we turned left, right, and then left again before finding a stairway door—an emergency exit. He pushed the heavy door open and walked through, but I hesitated; I didn’t want to be immersed in the pitch-blackness. I held the door open with sweaty palms while Harper did a quick sweep of the stairwell. Returning to the door, he looked at me, nodded once, and then motioned for me to follow him. Taking a deep breath, I shadowed him down the stairs. 
 
   When Harper reached the first-floor landing, he glanced back at me once more before flinging the metal door open. Again, he scanned the area with his rifle, and I sighed with relief when he found no reason to pull the trigger. Turning to the left, he advanced down the hallway.
 
   “How do you know where to go?” I asked in a quiet rush of words.
 
   He pointed the muzzle of his rifle toward a sign that read “EMERGENCY” and had a long, red arrow pointing in the direction we were moving. Oh…duh. Feeling stupid, I shook my head.
 
   The first floor was much like the upper floors, only it was brighter and everything seemed less intimidating. Picture windows lined the walls, letting in daylight and providing a clear view of the parking lot and the roiling storm clouds. I stopped in front of a window, mesmerized by the bone-chilling sight of countless abandoned cars.
 
   While I stared out the window, Harper kept moving. When I turned and found him disappearing around a corner, I ran after him, afraid of being left alone. Rounding the same corner, I slammed into his tensed, motionless body. I staggered back. 
 
   Jake and Sanchez were standing beside him, equally still and staring outside through a wall of windows. I followed the direction of their eyes to the courtyard, and my body stiffened in horror. I dropped my bag on the floor.
 
   A mountain of decomposing bodies filled the space. There were hundreds of them, maybe thousands, haphazardly piled on top of each other like an enormous mound of garbage. Before I could look away, I spotted a pair of milky, glazed over eyes. I couldn’t stop myself from staring, from memorizing the rest of the face—the gray, decaying skin and the purple, crusty sores clustered around the lips. It was more than I could bear.
 
   “Oh my God,” I gasped and turned away, flinging myself at the nearest person—Jake. Unexpectedly, his protective concern blanketed me. Afraid to open my eyes again, I ignored my pride and awkwardness as I buried my face in his jacket. 
 
   “Keep your eyes closed,” he whispered near my ear, wrapping his free arm around me. 
 
   “Looks like some of the fresher ones have bullet wounds, and a lot of them are wearing fatigues,” Harper said.
 
   “Who—” Sanchez cleared her throat. “Who stacked them like that?” It was the first time I’d heard fear in her voice.
 
   “We need to get out of here,” Harper said. 
 
   Suddenly, my mind was flooded with uncontrollable aggression. Images of blood-spattered walls and mangled bodies inundated my thoughts. I shook my head frantically, trying to dispel the scenes from my mind, but compulsive hostility and insatiable anger overwhelmed my control. I couldn’t escape. 
 
   When I realized the onslaught of images and feelings weren’t coming from Jake, I peered up at him, confused. His imploring eyes met mine as a stronger wave engulfed me, and I struggled to keep the emotions and memories separate from my own. The room seemed to swirl around me, and my eyelids became too heavy to keep open. Only partially aware, I felt my body weaken and my knees give out. Jake’s arms tightened around me and the sound of gunshots rang throughout the hospital as I lost consciousness.
 
    
 
   ~~~~~
 
    
 
   When I opened my eyes again, a tree was bouncing past me, and I could hear heavy breathing. I blinked, trying to make sense of what I was seeing. It took me a moment to realize I was the one bouncing, not the tree—Jake was carrying me while he ran. 
 
   “Why are you running?” I asked him weakly. As we distanced ourselves from the hospital, my mind cleared, and I realized something was wrong. “What happened?” I panicked and wrapped my arms around Jake’s neck. Straining to look over his shoulder, I saw Sanchez leaning against Harper as she hobbled after us. She was wincing in pain.
 
   “Oh my God.” I struggled to get out of Jake’s hold. “I’m fine,” I said, and he hesitantly set me on the sidewalk. We were in the parking lot behind the hospital, and for some reason, I felt safer knowing there was distance between us and the mountain of dead bodies. I wasn’t sure if the breeze really carried the smell of rancid, rotting flesh, or if it was just my imagination.
 
   “Keep moving, Zoe,” Harper said as he and Sanchez caught up to us. He pushed me toward Dave’s truck. 
 
    “Was it Crazies? How many were there?” I asked frantically, flinging open the truck door so Harper could help Sanchez climb inside. She was bleeding from her abdomen. Harper tossed my duffel bag of scavenged medical supplies into the truck bed before he climbed into the backseat after Sanchez, tugged off his long-sleeve shirt, and pressed it against her wound.
 
   “What can I do?” I asked, but they ignored me.
 
   “Get in!” Jake shouted as he jumped into the driver’s seat. 
 
   I did as he commanded, yanking the passenger side door shut as he sped out of the parking lot. Sanchez’s breathing was ragged, and muffled whimpers escaped from her as the truck jostled her around. 
 
   I turned in my seat and asked Harper, “How bad is she hurt?”
 
   “I don’t think any organs or arteries were hit, but I can’t tell for sure. I’ve gotta get a better look at her.” Harper glanced at the back of Jake’s head. “Can’t we go any faster?” 
 
   Jake pressed harder on the gas pedal. 
 
   “It had to have been Crazies…how many were there?” I asked Jake, quietly. I didn’t want to distract Harper as he helped Sanchez reposition herself in the backseat. 
 
   “Five,” Jake said, taking a deep breath. “We’re lucky nothing worse happened.”
 
   I looked back at Sanchez again and hoped she wasn’t as bad as she looked. Blood soaked her shirt around the wound and was smeared on Harper’s hands and t-shirt.
 
   Jake glanced into the rearview mirror, and his paranoia flooded me.
 
   “How many are still alive?” I asked, worried an army of Crazies would drive up behind us.
 
   “Those five are dead, but who knows if there are more.”
 
   I nodded and turned toward the window. Thunder rumbled in the distance, and I figured it wouldn’t be long before the clouds burst and poured rain down on us. I rubbed my throbbing head and took another deep breath. Sanchez didn’t cry or complain, but her blood-smeared grimace made it obvious she was in bad shape. 
 
   “I could use a drink,” she rasped. Her comment put a smile on Jake’s face—it was the first time I’d seen him smile. The expression seemed strangely natural and welcoming on him. 
 
   “I think we can manage that,” he said.
 
   I looked back at Sanchez—her head was resting on Harper’s shoulder and she was struggling to keep her eyes open.
 
   “You better hurry,” I whispered to Jake. “I think she’s going into shock.” 
 
   Harper glanced up to find me watching them and asked, “What the hell happened to you back there?” 
 
   I shook my head, trying to recall everything that had happened before I’d fallen to the ground. “I guess I could feel them getting closer. Their emotions sort of blindsided me. They were just too strong…” The horrifying images from the Crazies’ minds flashed in my head. “Their minds were…just wrong. They’re so far gone.” Harper nodded as Jake carefully brought the truck to a stop outside of our hospital.
 
   Harper and Jake unloaded Sanchez, and we rushed into the emergency room. As I hurried toward the first treatment bay behind them, I felt an unexpected comfort at being back on base; it was the closest thing I’d had to a home in weeks.
 
   Sanchez cringed as she was gently set on an examination table. She was taking shallow, quick breaths and was clutching the edges of the table so tightly that her knuckles were turning white.
 
   Harper slipped back into medic mode as he pulled on a pair of surgical gloves. “Zoe, hand me some bandage scissors.” 
 
   I hurried over to one of the drawers of stainless steel instruments I’d organized for him a few days before and found the scissors. After handing them to him, I hastily collected the supplies Harper would need—sutures, several sizes of surgical needles, iodine, gauze, a local anesthetic, and morphine.
 
   Setting the tray with all of the supplies on a cart beside Harper, I watched him cut off Sanchez’s blood-soaked shirt, exposing the bullet wound in her side. The hole itself was smaller than I’d thought, only the size of a dime instead of the gaping wound I’d imagined.
 
   Harper glanced up at me. “Zoe, she’ll need clean clothes. Can you go find some?” I nodded, and he added, “Something loose. And bring some for me too.” 
 
   I nodded again and hurried into the hallway. 
 
   Halfway down the corridor, I stopped and wondered what I should tell anyone who happened to see me in my disheveled state. I spun around and ran back toward the emergency room to ask. I slowed just before pushing through the swinging doors and could hear my friends talking in hushed tones.
 
   “If we’re staying here indefinitely, we’ve gotta burn that place down, and soon. We can’t risk any of them finding us.” Harper’s voice sounded strained. 
 
   “Jesus, Harper!” Sanchez gasped.
 
   “That was the local…you’ll feel better in a few seconds,” Harper told her.
 
   I didn’t hear Sanchez’s reply; I was too focused on the knot in my stomach. Staying here indefinitely? We aren’t leaving? All rational thought disappeared. I was overwhelmed with the thought of never seeing Dani and Jason again.
 
   Jason won’t come here. Or, maybe he would? No…he’ll want to stay at the Colony with his team.
 
   Jake’s voice broke my chain of frenzied thoughts. “Trust me, it’s safer here.” This is his fault?
 
   Backing away quietly, I turned to leave. I dutifully retrieved clean clothes for both Sanchez and Harper, avoiding everyone but Cooper. The Husky followed slowly behind me as I begrudgingly walked back to the hospital. Before heading into the emergency room, I stopped to steady my nerves. After a few deep breaths, I entered without making any eye contact and handed the clothes to Jake. “I’m going to find Biggs,” I lied, offering the first excuse that popped into my head, and hurried out of the room.
 
   As I rushed across the base toward the pond, chaotic thoughts churned in my mind. I looked around at the less than welcoming scenery. Ragged, dormant tree branches reached out like withered witch fingers, beckoning me toward them. The wind picked up, whipping passed me, and I shivered, unsure whether it had been caused by the frigid gust or my outrage.
 
   Were they even planning on telling me? It was clear that if I wanted to go to Colorado, I’d be going on my own. 
 
   I thought about my self-defense lessons with Harper and Jake.
 
   Situation one: someone comes at you from behind…
 
   Situation two: someone grabs you from the front…
 
   I had a better understanding of how to defend myself, but I was no expert. I knew the chances of making it on my own were slim—I had minimal instinct and even less survival skill. Amazingly, I wasn’t scared of what might happen to me. I was stupidly determined.
 
   As I stood by the pond, brooding, the charcoal-gray sky continued to dim and thunderclouds churned ferociously. The first drop of rain landed on my cheek, quickly followed by others. I welcomed the rain, wanting it to wash away all of my troubles, but I was too cold to stay outdoors any longer. I turned to leave…and jumped. Jake was standing almost directly behind me. I had no idea how I hadn’t heard him.
 
   “I thought you went to find Biggs,” he said, taking a step closer to me. He seemed unconcerned by the increasing rain.
 
   I really didn’t want to talk to him—his mere presence made me combative. “I needed some air,” I said icily.
 
   His eyes narrowed. “Are you okay?”
 
   His “concern” was infuriating. “It doesn’t really matter, does it?” I snapped, turning my back on him and wandering closer to the water. I didn’t want him to see the seething play of emotions on my face.
 
   Hearing his heavy footsteps approach, I blurted, “Why didn’t anyone tell me we were staying here indefinitely? And when did you decide to stay?”
 
   Jake’s silence aggravated me even more, and I rounded on him. He was too close, and I had to step back to avoid bumping into him. His eyes were filled with an emotion I had no interest in understanding. I pushed his feelings away and resolved to stop trying to figure him out. Unable to look at him, I started to walk away, but his hand grasped my forearm before I could move out of his reach. 
 
   “It’s not safe there.”
 
   Oh, now he wants to talk, I thought caustically but took the bait. “It’s not safe where?”
 
   “Colorado.”
 
   I sensed his earnestness but was too stubborn to consider his warning. “Well, it’s not safe anywhere.” I tried to tug my arm from his iron hold, but his hand squeezed tighter.
 
   “You don’t understand.” Jake’s voice was grave, but I barely heard his words. He was apparently oblivious to the water running down his clenched jaw, to the rain-drenched shirt clinging to his torso. 
 
   But I wasn’t. I struggled to prevent my eyes from scanning his sculpted body. My attraction to him was like lighter fluid on my fiery rage. “Of course I don’t understand, Jake. How could I? You never explain anything, and I’m sick of trying to figure you out!” I shouted.
 
   “I’ve been there!” His words were like forbidden fruit. I straightened and awaited the explanation I desperately hoped would follow. Finally, he said, “I’m from there.” The pain in his eyes was obvious. What happened to him? Why won’t he go back?
 
   “And that has what to do with the Colony, exactly?”
 
   Jake’s free hand clenched into a fist. “Dammit, Zoe! I’m from Colorado Springs…that’s practically on Peterson’s doorstep. I left when all this started for a reason.”
 
   I staggered back in surprise, and hope surged through me as I considered what he might know. “Have you been to the Colony?”
 
   He shook his head, and my sudden hope evaporated. “No. But trust me, we don’t want to go there—especially not you.”
 
   “Why? What happened?”
 
   Jake hesitated, but then seemed to come to a decision. “My sister was like you…changed by the Virus. Soldiers came for her near the beginning, and she thought killing herself was better than being taken away by them.”
 
   “The woman dying in your arms,” I whispered sadly, suddenly feeling the need to comfort him.
 
   For the first time, his silence told me everything I needed to know. He wore grief and regret like an invisible scar—always there to remind him, to punish him. 
 
   My voice cracked as I asked, “What were they gonna do to her?” 
 
   “I don’t know, but they had guns and were ready to use them. They weren’t giving Becca a choice…and she refused to go with them the only way she could.” As an afterthought, he added softly, “She saw something, and whatever it was…it was worse than killing herself.”
 
   Despite the rain dripping down my face and over my lips, my mouth grew dry at the thought of being held against my will…of being experimented on. Maybe I should reconsider… I wiped the rain from my eyes as a sudden realization filled me with terror. Dani and Jason are headed there…and Dani’s on her own…
 
   “I’m really sorry for what happened to your sister, but—”
 
   Jake dropped my arm. “I didn’t tell you that to make you sorry. I told you so you could protect yourself. Staying here might be the only way to do that.” It was the most emotion I’d ever heard in his voice, and it frightened me. 
 
   “I appreciate your concern for my safety, Jake. I really do. And I understand why you think I should stay here, but I can’t. I have people waiting for me. I have to go, with or without you guys,” I said honestly and walked passed him, heading toward the barracks. 
 
   Questions about Jake’s past fought to escape my lips, but I held them back. I knew if I lingered to ask, to get to know him better, he might succeed in convincing me to stay. 
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   Zoe
 
    
 
    
 
   After dinner that night, I sat on a couch in the common room, basking in the warmth of the fire. I felt numb. My body was like an icebox—frozen from the inside out—my bones felt brittle, and even in a long-sleeve shirt and sweatpants, I was shivering uncontrollably. Emotionally, I was raw. The Crazies’ memories were seared into my mind, and their emotions had felt more severe and unsettling than any I’d ever experienced before. I felt fractured and exposed, and the fire provided much-needed comfort after a day of unwanted surprises.
 
   On the floor at my feet, Cooper snoozed peacefully. He’d taken a sudden interest in me, following me around and staring at me with concerned, watchful eyes.
 
   Focusing on my drawing, I critiqued the likeness of the pond. I was struggling, my hands and mind working disjointedly to convey what I remembered. The drawing was a weak version of the image I saw so vividly in my head—it was drab and boring compared to the life I knew hid in the hibernating landscape. 
 
   I hadn’t felt like myself for weeks, but I was having a particularly disconcerting evening. My eyelids had grown increasingly heavy over the past hour, but I resisted the urge to turn in for the night. I dreaded the nightmarish images that awaited me whenever my eyes closed. Instead, I’d nested in the corner of the couch, armed with a book, my drawing pad and pencils, and a steaming cup of Chai tea to keep my mind occupied for as long as possible. Unfortunately, thoughts of leaving the group continued to fill my consciousness.
 
   “Hey,” Clara’s chirping voice jolted me from my restless mind chatter. She flopped down beside me, smirking as my pencil hand jumped across the page. I didn’t want an extra branch there, bitch.
 
   Clara was one of the last people I wanted to talk to. She creeped me out, especially her bright, vivacious blue eyes—despite their angelic color, they seemed to house the soul of a devil. Her lips were too red, her smile too wide.
 
   Sighing and attempting to smile, I looked over at her, reluctant to give her much attention. “What can I do for you, Clara?”
 
   She situated herself comfortably beside me and analyzed my sketch. “Oh nothing. I just thought I’d come check on you.” She looked at me, mimicking the disingenuous smile I’d plastered on my own face. “You’ve been so quiet since you and the others got back…I just thought I’d see if there was anything I could do to help.”
 
   Corralling all the patience I could possibly muster, I turned back to my sketchbook. “I’m peachy, Clara. Thanks for your concern, but I’m really not in the mood to chat tonight.” I hoped my sarcastic tone would send her on her way.
 
   “Oh, don’t be shy.” She batted my arm playfully. “I can tell something’s wrong. You’ve been pouting since you got back from your trip into town. I can tell you’re suffering.”
 
   I shook my head dismissively. “Well I’m sorry to break it to you, but I’m fine. Don’t worry about me.” Out of nowhere, Clara’s mood shifted, and hostility fogged my senses, even though her feigned concerned expression remained intact.
 
   “Jake told me what happened,” she said, sounding sympathetic. 
 
   Glancing at her, I wondered if she was full of shit or if Jake really would’ve told her about our conversation by the pond. How close are they anyway? “Oh yeah? And what exactly did he tell you?” Part of me hoped he did have a big mouth, just so I’d have one more reason to get as far away from him as possible. But…another part of me felt sick at the idea of Jake talking to Clara about me at all.
 
   At my question, her coy smile faded and her eyes hardened. Apparently that hadn’t been the response she’d been looking for. I could feel betrayal and animosity radiating from her as she resituated herself on the couch beside me. 
 
   Clearing her throat, she straightened her blouse and avoided meeting my gaze. After a moment, she looked at me with empty eyes. “Oh, don’t worry about it,” she said. “Your secret’s safe with me.” 
 
   Confused, I shifted on the couch to face her. I could feel myself getting sucked into her conniving trap, but both exasperation and curiosity lead me to ask, “And which secret is that?”
 
   Clara’s eyes darted around the room. Her face was flushed, and she seemed extremely anxious. I had to fight the urge to make a wise-ass remark about her seven personalities. My mind reached out to hers, trying to understand her sudden discomfort, and it was an effort to reel it back in.
 
   “Are you okay?” I asked, watching her face redden before my eyes.
 
   “I’m fine!” She shrieked, standing abruptly. “I just hope you know he’s with me. You’re damaged goods, to say the least. I wouldn’t get too attached if I were you.” For reasons I didn’t understand, her scathing words were like claws raking down my flesh.
 
   “Whatever,” I snapped. “I’m really not in the mood for mind games right now. Just leave me alone.”
 
   “Everything okay?” Sarah asked as she strode up behind the couch, glancing worriedly between us.
 
   “I’m fine!” Clara shrieked again. “Cooper, come!” When Copper only looked up at her blankly, she huffed and stomped away.
 
   “Wow.” Sarah sat down beside me as she watched Clara stalk off. She folded her legs under her, mirroring my position on the couch. Her warmth beside me was comforting—a pleasant relief from Clara’s chilly antagonism. “She’s really got it out for you, huh?”
 
   “Apparently,” I mused. “I’m not really sure what she thinks is going on, but she was clearly a mental patient even before all of this,” I joked.
 
   Sarah giggled. “True.” She leaned her head on my shoulder and shifted my sketch pad so she could see it better. “Whatcha drawin’?”
 
   “It’s supposed to be the little pond down the hill by the woods. I’ve been going there a lot lately.” I thought of Jake—he seemed to be a steady fixture there, but I refrained from adding him to the drawing.
 
   “Oh yeah, Riley and I took a walk over there the other night. It’s sorta peaceful, isn’t it?”
 
   I grinned at the warmth her voice held when she mentioned Biggs’s first name.
 
   “Why are you smiling, Zoe?” Sarah blushed and looked away, calling Cooper up onto the couch. He jumped up eagerly, settling in beside Sarah.
 
   “How’s it going with you two anyway?” I asked.
 
   “It’s good,” she said casually.
 
   “Good? That’s all you have to say? I saw him come out of your room two mornings in a row!” I whispered, pretending to be shocked.
 
   Sarah only had time to giggle before Harper came in and said, “Everyone in the mess hall. We have to talk.” His expression was troubled, and he looked exhausted. I knew they’d planned on setting fire to the other hospital, but I wasn’t sure how they’d fared, especially with the rain.
 
   Sarah and I slowly extricated ourselves from the plush couch, both of us comfy in our pajamas. Seeing Harper in his fatigues made me feel guilty for lounging around. 
 
   “Come on, people!” he called out as we entered the dining room. Finally, Dave, Tanya, and Stacey strolled in behind us with pool cues in hand, and we all sat down at one of the long, cafeteria-style tables. Harper positioned himself on a neighboring table top, one knee up with his arm resting over it. He rubbed his eyes and sighed.
 
   “Alright, listen up…” He started by telling everyone the condensed version of what had happened in the hospital off-base and reassured us that the situation was being taken care of. Normally Sanchez would’ve led the meeting, but she was still recovering in her room—she’d been lucky the bullet hadn’t hit any vital organs.
 
   “Let this serve as a reminder to everyone—if we face dangers like these here, think about how dangerous it is everywhere else.”
 
   I knew it was true, but as he continued speaking, I found myself distracted by the rain pounding against the windowpanes. It was oddly soothing, even though I knew it was only a matter of time before I would be facing the elements alone. The idea didn’t bother me as much as I thought it should have. Instead, I wondered if the combination of howling wind and torrential rain was the closest I would ever come to hearing the sound of rhythmic waves washing over the beach again—a sound I’d grown up listening to.
 
   “Zoe, did you hear me?” Harper asked.
 
   I looked away from the windows, surprised to see everyone staring at me expectantly. Even Jake had appeared at some point during Harper’s speech. He was leaning against the wall in the back of the mess hall. His clothes were wet, though he didn’t seem to care.
 
   I glanced at Harper sheepishly. “Sorry.”
 
   “I said, ‘We’ve decided to stay here for a while.’”
 
   “I know, to wait out the winter,” I responded, knowing full well he’d meant we were making Fort Knox a more permanent home. I wasn’t sure why I was playing dumb, but I found satisfaction in making it difficult for him to break the news to me.
 
   “No, I mean, we aren’t even sure we’ll leave then. We’ve decided to stay here…indefinitely.”
 
   I just stared at him. Part of me was hurt because he hadn’t told me sooner. Foolishly, I’d expected more out of our friendship. But, another part of me didn’t feel much at all. “Okay,” I said, wanting the conversation to end. The longer he stared at me, the closer I came to breaking down, and I hated crying in front of others.
 
   Harper’s eyebrows drew together in confusion.
 
   “Why are you looking at me like that?” I snapped. “You thought I’d be pissed that you didn’t tell me sooner? Well it would’ve been nice if you had.”
 
   Harper’s confusion melted into exasperation. “Zoe…”
 
   I stood quietly and said, “It’s fine, Harper. I know you’re looking out for everyone’s best interest.”
 
   His eyes fixed on me for a few heartbeats before he spoke. “Really?” he asked in disbelief.
 
   “Yeah.” Agreeing was all I could do to avoid an argument. “I’m sure they’re all okay with staying, especially after what happened out there today.” I paused, looking around the room at my uncertain companions before returning my gaze to Harper. “Is there anything else?” I asked weakly.
 
   “No, that’s it.” He scrutinized my face, trying to read the inner-workings of my mind.
 
   “Stop staring at me like that,” I said. I smiled to deflect my prickling tears.
 
   “Tell him the truth,” Jake said. The moment I heard his baritone voice, I felt the color drain from my face. Please don’t, I silently begged. At the sound of him walking up behind me, I turned around and glared at him. I willed him not to say anymore…I didn’t want to fight.
 
   “What do you mean?” Harper asked, and I silently cursed Jake.
 
   Meeting Harper’s eyes, I tried to keep my composure, but I was too mentally exhausted—on top of everything else, the day’s events proved too much for me to handle. “I understand why you want everyone to stay here—”
 
   “But?” he interrupted, his tone sharp and disapproving.
 
   “But, I’m still leaving to find Dani and my brother. I’m sure you understand.” Tears blurred my vision, but I feared blinking would only encourage their flow.
 
   “Zoe, you can’t—”
 
   “Please don’t argue with me,” I pleaded. “I really can’t do this tonight…I have to go.”
 
   “No you don’t, you can—”
 
   “Yes I do!” I shouted. Acute frustration and loneliness consumed me. “You don’t understand!” My tears were unstoppable, pouring down like water over rocky cliffs. 
 
   “You’ve been through a lot today, Baby Girl. Let’s talk about this tomorrow.” His placating, friendly tone returned as he tried to calm me down.
 
   “I’m not going to change my mind,” I sobbed. I was cracking, afraid I would shatter completely. 
 
   “You’re not going alone,” Jake said, the conviction in his voice thick and resolute. Trembling, I looked at him. He was standing at the far end of the table where everyone else sat. They all stared at him, but he didn’t seem to notice.
 
   “I won’t let you come with me,” I told Jake, wiping my eyes. Thinking of how much pain he’d experienced in Colorado, I knew going back was the last thing he wanted to do.
 
   “Jake!” Clara cried, her shrill voice startling me. “You can’t leave me! You said you’d take care of me!” She tossed her plastic cup across the room. Everyone looked to her in surprise. Realizing she was suddenly the center of attention, Clara added, “We’re all safer here.” Desperation dripped from every word. She glanced at me with searing hatred in her eyes.
 
   “She’s right,” I said. “There’s no way you’re coming with me.”
 
   “Who’s going to stop me? You?” he asked snidely. “We leave in a week. You better be prepared.” He turned and stalked away.
 
   I didn’t want Jake’s death on my conscious, not to mention his personal misery. Too many emotions bombarded me—my own despair and frustration mixed with the others’ worry, confusion, and fear. My body quivered, and I lost all emotional control. When Sarah rushed over to me, I fell against her and cried. The emotions drowned me, but crying felt good.
 
   “Come on, sweetie. Let’s get you to bed.” At Harper’s warm whisper, my heart broke a little more. Sweetie. I thought of my father—his seemingly insignificant terms of endearment had told me he loved me even when he couldn’t say it outright. I’ll probably never see him again. Crying harder, I collapsed to my knees on the floor.
 
   Harper crouched down and gathered me into his arms. “It’s okay,” he said as he stood, holding me close.
 
   I wrapped my arms around his neck and pulled myself closer to him. The heat of his body soothed me, and I felt more comforted than I had in days. “I’m sorry,” I apologized through ragged breaths. “I know you have enough to deal with.”
 
   “It’s okay, Baby Girl. It’s been a long day. You just need some rest.”
 
   After Harper tucked me into bed, he quietly escaped through the bedroom door. I glimpsed Jake leaning against the hallway wall outside of my room. He anxiously looked in at me just as the door shut.
 
   “It’s okay,” Sarah said. I’d forgotten she was lying beside me. She wrapped her arms around me consolingly, and I was grateful for her presence. It saddened me to think of leaving her.
 
   I’d always thought I was a relatively strong person, but looking back at the weeks that had passed, I saw how frail and weak I truly was. 
 
   I fell asleep to the sound of my choking sobs and Sarah rubbing my back. 
 
    
 
   ~~~~~
 
    
 
   The next day, I woke up alone in my bed. I’d slept through the whole night, not even stirring when Sarah left. As humiliated as I should’ve been after my complete meltdown, I was just grateful for a full night’s sleep. 
 
   Knowing there was much to do before I left Fort Knox, I readied myself for the day. After throwing on a sweatshirt, I pulled on a pair of jeans, ran a brush through my hair, and headed toward the mess hall. I needed to find Harper—both to thank him and to apologize for commandeering his briefing—but I could take a few minutes to eat breakfast first.
 
   When I walked in, I found Tanya and Clara chatting quietly at one of the dining tables. My confidence wavered as I thought of the gratification my emotional breakdown must’ve given Clara. But I just smiled and tried to ignore the satisfaction illuminating her face.
 
   “Oh, you’re finally awake,” Clara said, smirking.
 
   I ignored her and looked around for everyone else. Sadly, the breakfast buffet had already been cleared. Dammit. What time is it anyway?
 
   As I stood in the doorway, frowning, Clara sighed impatiently. When I looked at her, she pointed to a foil-covered plate on the counter. “For you,” she said and returned to her conversation with Tanya.
 
   Puzzled, I glanced back and forth between her and the dish, uncertain why she would make me a plate of food.
 
   Clara rolled her eyes. “Harper saved you some breakfast. If you don’t eat it, I will.” She sounded harsh and irritated, no longer making any attempt to mask her dislike for me.
 
   I headed over to the plate and uncovered it. I hadn’t eaten much the night before and was starving, so I carried the small feast of potatoes, gravy, and biscuits to an empty table and sat.
 
   Tanya rose and walked over to my table. “How are you doing?” she asked meekly. She was pale and sickly, and she had dark circles under her eyes, but even in her deteriorating state, her kindness was genuine.
 
   “I’m much better, thanks. How about you?” I hadn’t talked to her much since the night her sister died.
 
   “I’ve been better, but I’m dealing with it the best I can.” She squeezed my shoulder before turning to leave. I felt a strange void inside her, like parts of her had been stolen. 
 
   I wasn’t shy as I shoveled the cold food into my mouth, and after inhaling half of it, I realized something wasn’t right. Amidst the savory flavors, I could taste something metallic, and my tongue began to tingle.
 
   Alarmed, I spat out my mouthful of food, but it didn’t help. As I reached for my glass of water to rinse out my mouth, Clara appeared beside me and snatched it away.
 
   “I’m not letting you leave with him,” she said scathingly.
 
   “Get over yourself and give me my fucking water!” I demanded, but there was a high note of fear in my voice. I stood, trying to take the glass from her hand.
 
   As my skin touched hers, I saw her memory of what she’d done—it flashed in my mind like a bolt of lightning, leaving imprints and evil shadows.
 
   She poisoned me. She fucking poisoned me!
 
   “Feeling alright?” Clara asked, batting her eyelashes and smiling innocently.
 
   I hunched over as my stomach gurgled and churned, tangling into knots. Once again I reached for the water, but she yanked it away, dumping it out on the floor beside her.
 
   Her grin lingered. “Sorry, I can’t let you do that.”
 
   My stomach cramps worsened, and I broke out into a cold sweat—I knew I didn’t have much time. I needed to find help. Tanya has to be close…
 
   Trying to run for the door, I doubled over in pain and cried out. Fire seemed to be scorching my insides. Bile rose in my throat, and I began salivating profusely, unable to swallow. I spat desperately.
 
   “I really hate you, Zoe. I’m not completely sure why, but I have to admit, this is a very good day for me.” Her cheerful voice was like a hammer in my head as I twisted and spasmed on the mess hall floor. The cool cement soothed my hot skin. 
 
   My stomach bloated, feeling like it would explode at any moment. I shoved my index finger down my throat, gagging myself until I threw up everything I could. Relief was instantaneous, but it was only momentary. I grew dizzy, and my vision blurred. I tried to scream but only a whimper broke free. I couldn’t walk—I could only writhe in excruciating pain. I prayed someone would find me before it was too late.
 
   One last time, I attempted to push myself off the floor, but my arms gave out. My hair was matted to my face, damp with the bile and food that had been inside me only moments before. My intestines cramped so badly that I thought they might rip apart.
 
   Hearing the sound of footsteps in the adjoining hallway, I felt sudden relief that someone was coming to rescue me, but when long seconds passed without any other sounds, I realized it had just been Clara walking away. She had left me there to die, alone.
 
   I thought I heard my father calling for me off in the distance. “Dad,” I croaked. I could hear Dani and Jason too, but I couldn’t see any of them. They’re not here…I’m dying.
 
   My fingers and toes itched and burned, and cold tears streamed from my eyes. I was in too much pain to cry out, so I silently gasped for air and hoped each breath wouldn’t be my last.
 
   As my body went numb, my slowing heartbeat thudded in my ears. The decreasing pain lessened my fear, and I sighed with relief. I couldn’t remember why I’d been so afraid. Slowly, I drifted into unconsciousness.
 
   


 
   
  
 

32
 
   Zoe
 
    
 
    
 
   I stood among the giant trees, their carmine trunks rough and thick. They towered over me like monstrous blades of grass above a tiny ant. It was peaceful and quiet under their canopy, and white puffs of cottonwood danced in the breeze, blanketing the giants’ fallen comrades. Their hulking carcasses rested haphazardly in their forgotten graveyard, strewn about the forest floor to decay unmourned. The moss adorning the trunks was a welcome sight. It had been too long since I’d seen such vivid, vibrant shades of life.
 
   I feared the fantasy would dissolve around me, and it did. Trees were replaced with the worn, over-stuffed furniture and warm fire of Dave’s cabin. I saw myself nestled against the arm of the couch, an army-green blanket wrapped around me. Harper leaned down to hand the other version of myself a steaming mug of tea before sitting beside Sarah on the opposite couch, smiling.  
 
   The familiar cabin was replaced with unfamiliar surroundings. Brick walls and modern picture windows exposed an expansive, twinkling cityscape. An inky body of water reflected the glowing lights. Soft lighting and smooth jazz filled my senses, and I caught my breath when I spotted Jason and Sanchez—they were sitting together at a table with a group of people. My brother laughed and chatted with Sanchez like they’d been friends forever. She looked beautiful. Her dark blue jeans hugged her hips, and a tight burgundy v-neck sweater emphasized her generous chest. Her lips were rosy, and her cocoa-colored hair was long with loose curls. She was smiling in a way I’d never seen before, as was Jason. 
 
   I didn’t have much time to watch them before everything around me changed again. I was suddenly walking through a deserted hospital. The wide, bright halls were deathly silent, and my stomach lurched at the rank smell of sickness and decay permeating the air. A petite blonde woman appeared in the hallway. Wearing jeans and a red sweatshirt, she wandered restlessly down the hall. She turned around and a terrifyingly familiar pair of piercing blue eyes stared back at me.
 
   Clara.
 
   Fear and rage made my blood boil, scalding my insides.
 
   “You’re taking me with you, right?” she asked with pleading, troubled eyes.
 
   Turning to discover who Clara was talking to, I found Jake standing before me. His forlorn expression was heartbreaking—it was the same look he’d worn when he’d mentioned his sister. He nodded, and they too dissolved from sight.
 
    
 
   I woke momentarily, a muted pain thrumming through my body. I tried to recall what had happened to me. I couldn’t understand why I felt heavy and numb…why my mind was so garbled. Blinding light burned my eyes when I struggled to open them.
 
   Sanchez and Jake moved hastily above me. Hands on the bare skin of my stomach startled me, pushing and prodding for something.
 
   “Is it like she said it would be?” Sanchez asked softly.
 
   “She wasn’t specific,” Jake answered. 
 
   Foggily, I wondered what they were talking about.
 
   “God…I hope she was right about the other part too,” Sanchez said before their voices faded away.
 
   Struggling to remain conscious, I could vaguely see Harper through my veil of dark lashes. I could sense his urgency, a wave of panic washing over me. Immediately, it was dulled by a sleepy fog that was settling in my head.
 
   The metal table was cold against my bare skin, rousing my body out of its dormant state. A faint odor of blood piqued my anxiety, and I felt my body tense. Warm fingers rested on my forehead, exuding calmness. 
 
   I felt hands on my arm. It was Biggs; I could feel his steady energy through his gentle touch. His concern put me at ease, and as it did, unconsciousness grabbed hold of me again, pulling me back into darkness.
 
    
 
   I was alone again, lying on a hard, cold floor in a blackened room. My body was paralyzed, and I tried to scream, but my mouth was sewn shut.
 
   I heard Clara’s gloating words before she appeared above me. “I told you I’d get my way.” Her bright blue eyes twinkled with devilish delight, and her mouth curled into a broad smile.
 
   “What’s wrong—too dead to speak?” she taunted.
 
   A flood gate opened, and the horrifying reality of my impending death came rushing back to me. My stomach burned, and my mouth watered as I struggled to breathe. Clara stood over me…watching me die.
 
   Like she’d been summoned by my dying brain, Dani appeared beside me. A look of ferocity hardened her pixie-like features. “You didn’t get me, and you can’t have her!” Dani seethed as she crouched to slice the stitches from my lips with a razor-sharp blade. 
 
    
 
   “Dani!” I screamed, surging forward. I grabbed my throat; inside, it felt raw. My chest heaved, and my eyes refocused as I tried to make sense of my surroundings. The room was dim and quiet, and I was alone. A single wardrobe stood in front of me, and realistic depictions of seascapes and people decorated the walls—my drawings. I was in my room…at Fort Knox.
 
   “I’m glad to see you’re awake,” I heard Sanchez say in my head.
 
   Still in a haze of drowsiness, I looked over to see her standing in the doorway. A care-free, fun image of her flashed through my mind. Sanchez…and Jason.
 
   “How are you feeling?” she asked quietly as she stepped into my room. I saw something in her eyes I’d never noticed before—a friendly, concerned look that made me feel closer to her. I remembered she’d been shot, but she looked recovered enough.
 
   “You’re awake!” Sarah exclaimed, her voice bouncing around in my head as she hurried into the room. She set a glass of water on the desk and ran over to me. “How’re you feeling?”
 
   I tried not to whimper as Sarah wrapped me tightly in her arms, but my body ached all over, and a few small sounds leaked out. Noticing my discomfort, Sarah released me, easing me back down with hands on my shoulders. “I’ll go get the guys and tell them you’re awake. Now we can start!” She abruptly ran out of the room.
 
   I watched her leave, then looked at Sanchez. “Clara—”
 
   “—is locked away. Don’t worry about her now. You need to rest,” Sanchez said as she moved closer to my bed, resting her hand on my leg to reassure me. She was studying me like a complex equation was written across my face.
 
   “She poisoned me,” I recalled aloud. Every word scraped the inside of my throat like a barbed wire, and my head was pounding.
 
   “I know, but we’ve got her under control, Zoe. You’re safe now. We all are.” I knew that wasn’t exactly true, but I appreciated the sentiment. 
 
   Hearing chatter and footsteps in the hall outside of my room, I let out a deep sigh, leaned back against my pillow, and smiled. It was nice to have so many caring people around. However, a rush of emotions and concern flooded my mind, and my throbbing headache worsened.
 
   “There’s my girl,” Harper said, a forced smile plastered on his face as he walked through the door. 
 
   Biggs followed, and Dave, Stacey, and Tanya trailed behind him, one-by-one. Their smiling faces were contagious, and I couldn’t help but grin as they all schlepped in to see me. The only person I hadn’t seen was Jake, but I brushed my disappointment away.
 
   Dave sat on the end of the bed, his hair curling around the edges of his baseball cap. “How’re you feeling?” 
 
   “I’m a little confused,” I admitted. “How long was I asleep?”
 
   “Three days, but they’ve been taking good care of you.” Dave’s smirk was easy and cocky—the way it used to be.
 
   “It’s good to see you’re awake,” Stacey sighed. “Harper said you shouldn’t have ma—”
 
   “Stacey,” Biggs said, cutting her off.
 
   “But she’s—”
 
   “She needs rest.” Sanchez’s tone was the only directive Dave, Stacey, and Biggs needed before turning to leave with sullen smiles and dragging feet.
 
   As they filed out, I glanced at Harper. Our eyes met briefly before he looked away. His avoidance was making me so anxious I was practically jumping out of my skin.
 
   “Whatever it is, just tell me,” I said. 
 
   “Calm down, Zoe. You’re fine,” Sanchez said in my mind again. 
 
   “It doesn’t seem like it.” I stared at Harper, willing him to tell me what was making everyone act so weird. 
 
   He eyed me warily, probably wondering what I’d been talking about when I’d responded to Sanchez. “You shouldn’t have survived,” he finally confessed.
 
   I shook my head in confusion. “I don’t get it. Is it a bad thing that I did?” 
 
   He began to pace in the cramped space. “No, Zoe, of course not! It’s just that…by the time we finished, you weren’t even breathing. Your heart stopped…your kidneys and liver shut down before I…Jake pushed me to keep going and…he was right.” Harper was beside himself. He looked at me, mystified. “We did the transfusion, and it worked. Miraculously, it worked,” he said in awe, like he was still trying to figure how I’d survived.
 
   “Transfusion? You had to give me a blood transfusion?”
 
   “Yeah, you were so far gone…your body shouldn’t have accepted it, whether he has type O or not, but it was the only option we had left.” 
 
   He? My heartbeat quickened. “Whose blood?” I asked, already assuming it was Jake’s.
 
   Harper ignored my question and continued berating himself. “I thought you were too far gone for it to work,” Harper repeated. “But…” The sorrow in his eyes was nothing compared to the remorse I knew he felt. “I wasn’t going to continue. If I hadn’t listened to Jake…”
 
   “But you did. You saved my life, H. If it weren’t for you and Jake, I would be dead.” I swallowed painfully. “I can’t imagine how to thank you for what you did.”
 
   Stopping at my bedside and looking down at me, Harper let a gracious, authentic smile transform his face. He sat on the bed and pulled me into his arms. “You scared the shit out of me, Baby Girl.” 
 
   I grimaced as Harper’s hold tightened around me, but relief at being alive trumped my discomfort. 
 
   “I just don’t get it,” Harper whispered.
 
   “It was Jake’s blood,” I said, my eyes meeting Sanchez’s. They didn’t know about Jake’s remarkable ability to heal. “You haven’t talked to him about any of this?”
 
   Harper loosened his embrace and pulled away. “What do you mean?” Both he and Sanchez were looking at me, bemused. 
 
   I shook my head, not feeling completely comfortable with sharing someone else’s secret. “You haven’t talked to him about this?” I repeated.
 
   “No, I just thought…” Harper looked back at Sanchez who stood at the foot of my bed. “I don’t know what I thought.”
 
   I watched Sanchez and Harper a while, waiting for them to fit the puzzle pieces together.
 
   “You think it’s Jake’s blood,” Sanchez eventually said. “You think his blood healed you.”
 
   I nodded.
 
   Harper watched me closely. “What do you know, Zoe?”
 
   I looked over at Sanchez, who turned away quietly, gazing out the window into the darkness.
 
   “Tell him, whatever it is,” Sanchez said. “It’s time to figure this shit out.”
 
   Given the green light, I told Harper everything I knew. I told him about Jake’s injuries and how they’d healed too quickly, and that at one point both Taylor and Johnson had thought he was dead. And I told him about Sanchez’s voice in my head. I knew that between Jake, Sanchez, and me, we weren’t just freaks—we were part of something bigger.
 
   “Where was I during all of this?” Harper asked in disbelief. He glanced back and forth between Sanchez and me.
 
   “Around.” I waved a hand in Sanchez’s direction. “I don’t know why she didn’t tell you about her thing, but I never told you about Jake because…well, I don’t know. It just didn’t feel right. And obviously Jake hasn’t been very forthcoming with any information, so I wouldn’t expect him to tell you.” How’s Jake going to react to them knowing?
 
   “He had to know we’d figure it out,” Sanchez said, deep in thought. 
 
   “He knew it was the only way to save you.” Harper shook his head, seemingly unsurprised. “Is there anyone else you know about? Anything you’ve seen that might help us understand what others might be capable of…or dealing with?”
 
   I shook my head, completely forgetting about Dani’s people, and downed another glass of water, thinking about Jake. The immensity of what he’d done—saved my life again—weighed heavily on my mind. I didn’t know what the hell to do about it. Thanking him was like extracting teeth from the back of a bear’s mouth—intimidating and dangerous. I figured he would play it off like it was nothing more than the right thing to do, infuriating me in the process.
 
   “Stop worrying, Zoe,” Sanchez told me as she turned to leave. “We’ll figure all this out together…later.” My head was pounding, and my eyelids were drooping.  
 
   I felt Harper’s hand on my forehead and slowly opened my eyes. 
 
   He smiled his warm, Harper smile. “Get some rest, Baby Girl.” A peaceful calm spread over me, relaxing the tension in my body. My cluttered thoughts dispersed like waves receding from the shore. He was calming me with his own emotions. 
 
   I smiled up at him. “How do you do that?” I whispered.
 
   With a faint shrug, he said, “I’m glad it’s been working.” The warmth of his palm on my forehead soothed me, and I felt sleep pulling me under. 
 
   Heavy footfalls broke the silence, and I heard the deep, muted rumble of Jake’s voice. “How is she?”
 
   “She’s tired, but perfectly fine,” Sanchez reassured him.
 
   My eyelids flew open again, though I could barely keep them that way. My body felt light, and sleep tugged persistently at my consciousness. “Jake,” I whispered, trying to stop myself from falling asleep mid-word. 
 
   Harper lifted his hand from my forehead, his body no longer shielding me from Jake’s penetrating gaze. Each of Jake’s cautious steps brought the handsome, frustrating, confusing man closer to me. 
 
   Too exhausted to overthink things, I could only smile and say, “Thank you.”
 
   The furrowed brow shadowing his dark eyes softened. “I’m glad you’re okay.”
 
   Satisfied that he hadn’t completely dismissed my gratitude, I let my eyelids close and fell asleep.
 
    
 
   ~~~~~
 
    
 
   I woke the next afternoon feeling almost completely rejuvenated. Although I was still tired, my body felt strong and healthy. Even more surprising, I was starving. Shuffling into the hallway, I found Cooper curled up outside my door. I called him to come along as I headed for the mess hall.
 
   I ran into Sarah along the way, and after eating an early dinner, she and I took Cooper for a walk. Luckily, the sun was still shining, welcoming me to my second chance at life. As we walked, Sarah kicked the occasional pebble, and I repeatedly threw a stick for Cooper to retrieve. Sarah spewed all the gushy details about her and Biggs after filling me in on what had happened while I was asleep. She giggled and gossiped, explaining in detail what had taken place after Tanya found me unconscious. Her nonchalance made it seem less real, which I strangely appreciated.
 
   “What about Clara? What happened to her?” I asked.
 
   “Jake tore the place apart looking for her. Sanchez had Dave and Biggs put her in a holding cell because she’s obviously insane. Not to mention they were worried Jake might kill her…he was really angry. Only Harper, Biggs, and Sanchez know where she is—just in case. I think they’re worried about Tanya, to be honest.” Sarah features pinched in confusion. “But she’s the one who told them about you and she’s sick, so…”
 
   Approaching footsteps interrupted our conversation, and we turned to see Stacey coming up behind us, her shoulder-length, dirty-blonde hair pulled back into a stubby ponytail. She looked at me sympathetically. “How are you feeling?”
 
   “Much better, thanks. Sarah’s just filling me in on what I missed while I was…out. How are you?”
 
   “Oh, fine. Well, that’s not true, actually. I’ve been thinking a lot about what happened to you, and I feel horrible about it.”
 
   I looked at her, baffled. “Why?”
 
   “It’s just that I feel like I should’ve caught on to all this a lot sooner. I should’ve said something to you.”
 
   “What do you mean?” Sarah piped in.
 
   “It was obvious Clara didn’t like you, even though she never went so far as to say she was going to try to physically harm you. I just feel like I should’ve seen the signs or something.”
 
   “Stacey, I appreciate your apology, really, but if we’re placing blame, I’m just as guilty,” I said, trying to reassure her. “I knew Clara didn’t like me, and I would’ve been able to see it coming if I’d paid closer attention.” 
 
   “I guess, but I was with her in the gym the whole time you were dying. I feel really shitty about it. I just hope you don’t think I had anything to do with it.”
 
   Knowing she was sincere, I nudged her shoulder. “Of course I don’t. Clara’s a psycho. I wouldn’t be surprised if she’d escaped from a mental institution or something.”
 
   “Well…that may be closer to the truth than you think.”
 
   “What?” Sarah and I asked in unison.
 
   “Keep in mind that I don’t know her much better than you do. She was only here about a week before you all arrived,” Stacey disclaimed. “But, she tells Tanya a lot, and I’ve overheard some conversations that make me think you might be onto something.”
 
   “What?” I scoffed. “Like she was really in a mental institution?” 
 
   “Maybe. I know Jake found her in a hospital. She told us as much herself. I overheard her telling Tanya she couldn’t really relate to losing a sister. She told us she hated her own family…that they might as well’ve locked her away in a dungeon. She made it very clear she’d never forgive them.”
 
   “You think they put her in a hospital?” I asked.
 
   Stacey shrugged. “It’s possible. She said she hadn’t seen them in seven years and that her best friend was someone named Jenson. They were very close until he did something to piss her off, so she said she taught him a lesson. Knowing what she did to you, she probably killed the poor bastard.”
 
   “But why would Jake rescue her if she was locked away in a crazy ward? Why was he even in a crazy ward?” Sarah wondered.
 
   I thought about the dream I’d had of Jake and Clara when they were in the hospital, and it all started to make sense. “I think she reminds him of his sister,” I said. “So he felt like he had to help her.”
 
   “His sister? How would you know that?” Sarah asked. “You guys are barely around each other—except for when he’s saving your life,” Sarah joked. She nudged me and giggled. “Have you two been spending secret time together?” I gave her a flat look, and she cleared her throat. “Or not.”
 
   “Oh!” Stacey chirped. “I forgot the whole reason for coming out here. Harper wants you back at the barracks.”
 
   The sun was setting, and I was getting tired, so I conceded. We made it back to the barracks just as Dave and Biggs were exiting with blankets and steaming mugs.
 
   “There they are,” Dave said, smiling at us. “Here.” He handed me a cup of hot chocolate and a blanket. “You’re gonna need these.”
 
   “Um, thanks,” I said. “What are we doing?” I asked as they ushered us around the corner of the barracks to an open field between the pond and our building. I wondered why bench seats—presumably from a van—were aligned end-to-end on the dead grass. 
 
   Sanchez strode around the corner of an empty building. “It’s about time,” she said dryly. “The show’s about to start.”
 
   “The show? But it’s dark.” My question was ignored, again, leaving me both curious and confused. 
 
   The night was chilly, and I was glad to have a blanket to wrap around me as I situated myself on one of the seats.
 
   “I’m so excited!” Sarah squealed as she cuddled up next to me.
 
   “I don’t mean to sound like a broken record, but what are we doing?” I asked…again.
 
   “You’ll see,” was all Sanchez said as she sat down beside Sarah.
 
   “We were going to do this when you woke up last night, but you needed more sleep,” Sarah explained.
 
   “Well, sorry to ruin your plans, but no one told me we were having a show,” I said.
 
   Just then a muffled thump sounded in the distance. A dimly glowing rocket whistled as it soared high above us. With a thunderous boom, it exploded—brilliant red embers burst forth and illuminated the sky. Another bang followed, and I saw a second rocket fly skyward. It blossomed in the darkness, and glittering shades of purple and green rained down, leaving a smoky impression in their wake.
 
   I had tears in my eyes before I could fully understand the implications of the fireworks show. My heart caught as I realized it was for me.
 
   “Isn’t this great?” Stacey screeched. “It’s just like at home, right?”
 
   “It’s beautiful,” I said, wiping my eyes. “I can’t believe Harper did this.”
 
   As the sky flashed red and orange, Stacey’s face angled toward me with a look of surprise. “Harper didn’t do this.”
 
   Looking at her, I waited for confirmation, but somewhere deep inside I knew—it was Jake. His quiet façade was just that. He was an observer; he’d showed me that himself.
 
   As the fireworks continued above us, I struggled to understand the feelings that were swirling inside me. I was confused and surprisingly happy, and I had so many questions. I suddenly felt sick with nervousness.
 
   “Are you alright?” Stacey asked, leaning in as I brushed away another tear.
 
   “I told you I liked fireworks,” I said, and she and Sarah giggled. We sat, mesmerized, until the final twinkling colors had faded from the sky and the last of the smoke had been carried off by the breeze.
 
   We all started clapping. “Bravo!” Sarah shouted before reaching out to grab my wrist. “Come on, it’s freezing. Let’s go inside.” She let go of me, stood, and wrapped her blanket around her shoulders. I’d been so enthralled by the show that, for once in my life, I hadn’t really noticed the cold.
 
   “I’ll be in soon,” I said, rising. I walked behind the barracks, stumbling through the moonlit night toward the place the fireworks had originated. I had no idea what I was going to do, but I’d never experienced such unexpected kindness. Between the fireworks and Jake saving my life, again, I was unable to form any articulate thoughts.
 
   Finally, I heard Jake’s muffled voice and knew he was nearby. My steps became clumsier the closer I drew to him. I wasn’t sure he understood the magnitude of what he’d done for me. Wiping away another tear, I rounded a corner just as Harper and Jake exited a warehouse together.
 
   “Hey, Baby Girl,” Harper said quietly and continued walking back toward the barracks. 
 
   Jake was locking the sliding metal door as I approached him. Time passed agonizingly slowly as I waited for him to face me. When he finally turned around, a look of surprise filled his eyes. I could feel a mixture of emotions emanating from him. 
 
   Without hesitation, I shrugged my blanket to the ground, stood on tiptoes, and threw my arms around him. In the cold of the night, his body was like a furnace, and he smelled faintly of sulfur. “Thank you,” I whispered and felt his powerful arms wrap around me.
 
   He held me tightly against his body. “I’m just glad you’re okay.” The sincerity in his voice made my heart pulse with unexpected delight, and I was filled with a sense of calm. I reveled in the moment we were sharing—one I knew I was lucky to have. Jake had given me the perfect gift.
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   Dani
 
    
 
    
 
   The days that followed my discovery of Grams’s fate passed quickly and unremarkably. I worked around the ranch, getting to know the animals and their needs. After assessing our supply levels, I knew that, before long, I would have to do another scavenging trip, this time to the feed and tack store in Sebastopol. It would be a day-long trip, and I didn’t relish the thought of getting back in the saddle so soon. My butt still felt like it had cushioned a fifty-foot fall. I was surprised it didn’t resemble a purple and blue watercolor painting.
 
   In the back of my mind, and sometimes in the front, I worried about Jason, Chris, and Ky. I worried that I would never see them again, and that they would hate me if I did. But most of all, I worried that Cece and her minions had somehow overtaken them and that they were dead. 
 
   The nights following my discovery were another matter entirely, further fracturing the two worlds I inhabited: the fixed world of reality and the fluid world of my dreams. In sleep, MG would join me—always banishing my increasingly horrifying nightmares of Cam. We would then discuss my Ability, increasing my use and understanding of it.
 
   With each passing night, my relationship with the mysterious man blurred. He had gone from stranger to instructor to partner, until eventually we’d become friends. Our discussions grew progressively complex and personal, filled with evaded questions and unexpected reactions. 
 
   While I was mucking out a particularly disgusting stable stall, I recalled one especially confusing interaction.
 
    
 
   Dumbfounded, MG stared at me from across a round, wrought iron table. At my request for a fully-clothed setting, he’d taken me to a Parisian café for some coffee and pastries. In his swim attire, he was just too distracting—not that I told him that, of course.
 
   “You called how many to you?” he asked, surprised.
 
   “Well I didn’t exactly count. Hmm…at least a couple hundred? But I didn’t mean to. I was aiming for just the animals in the pasture.” I shrugged. “I guess my aim was a little off.”
 
   “I’ll say.” He took a healthy gulp of his café au lait, nearly choking on the steaming drink. “And when you dismissed them, they just left?”
 
   I nodded. “For the most part. I had to concentrate, but once I slipped into the right state of mind, it was easy.” Smiling, I remembered their soft mental touches. “Most of them said a goodbye of some sort, too. It was sweet…and odd.”
 
   Holding up his hand, he said, “Wait. You spoke to them, and they responded? All of them?”
 
   I nodded again, feeling too much like an oversized bobble head.
 
   MG closed his eyes and massaged his temples with his fingers, seeming to focus his thoughts. When he finally spoke, he sounded apprehensive. “And you’re certain that woman heard you?”
 
   “Yes, absolutely. And Jason too, even though I didn’t really mean to speak in his head.” I felt more than a little proud of my rapidly increasing control over my Ability. After I did something once—like call the horde of woodland creatures—it was easy to repeat. I hadn’t had the chance to practice, but I was fairly certain it would be that way with human minds as well.
 
   MG whispered something under his breath that sounded an awful lot like “Fuck” and began methodically mauling his croissant. “Do you think you can do the same things with people?”
 
   “What do you mean?” His darkening mood confused me.
 
   “Can you communicate with hundreds of human minds at the same time? Can they talk back?”
 
   “Probably,” I said, raising one shoulder. I knew from his reaction it was the wrong answer.
 
   Sounding completely resigned, he said, “I’ve come across quite a few people with Abilities similar to yours, but none is as powerful. None can hear responses. You have to be careful. You might be one of the most important people left alive, and we can’t risk your death.” After a deep breath he added, “Dani, you need to go to the Colony. You’ll be safer there than you are on your own.”
 
   “I’ll think about it,” I told him.
 
    
 
   “Is that where you are?” I grumbled to the nearly clean stall floor. Would I go to the Colony if MG was there?
 
   Thinking about going to Colorado to meet MG in person was oddly alluring. In my loneliness, he was the only person I’d really interacted with. He’d earned my trust by comforting me—listening to my struggles and helping me with my exciting new Ability. And above all else, the thought of hurting him with my presence didn’t muddle my insides like it did with Jason, Chris, or Zoe. Plus, he was acutely attractive and had made his interest known, which might lead to some pleasant diversions down the road.
 
   For some reason though, the thought of sleeping with anyone besides Cam or Jason made me feel sick. Cam was gone, but Jason wasn’t. Not that it even matters…I might as well be his little sister. He doesn’t want me. He never has and never will.
 
   “Maybe I’ll just stay here forever,” I told Wings as I passed her stall and headed further into the stable. I’d taken to speaking out loud when mentally communicating with my non-human friends—somehow, it helped me feel less alone.
 
   “Yes. Good. Stay with family,” Wings responded, poking her head through her open stall doorway. Of course, she didn’t actually say “family,” though that was how my mind interpreted it. Instead, it was a jumble of images and feelings revolving around our motley group of animals.
 
   Oddly, her suggestion didn’t sound too bad. The heavy workload around the ranch made the days pass quickly, and the animals offered a certain level of comfortable companionship, especially since we were able to communicate in a rather unconventional fashion. I could become a post-apocalyptic pioneer—living off the land and growing old with nature as my only solace. It would be a hard life but peaceful in its own way.
 
   “Sounds lonely,” a male voice said from the far entrance to the stable.
 
   I swung around, pointing the shovel at the intruder. Recognizing the man’s friendly face, I gasped, “Ky?”
 
   “In the flesh.” As he approached, another man entered through the open door. His striking resemblance to Ky—smooth, angular facial features and straight, jet-black hair—barely prepared me for my friend’s next words. “That’s my brother, Ben.”
 
   “Your brother?” Shocked, I dropped my impromptu weapon. It clanged loudly on the cement floor.
 
   Ky stopped a few feet in front of me. “Yep. He found us at our house back in Fort Bragg. He was…surprised, to say the least.”
 
   I nodded and then leapt forward, throwing myself into Ky’s arms. “I missed you!” I exclaimed, willing myself not to cry. I hadn’t known what had happened to Jason and Chris after the whole Cece incident, but if Ky was okay, it was likely that they were as well. “I miss you guys so much!”
 
   Ky wrapped his arms around me. “Me too, D. Me too.”
 
   A moment later, I released him and approached his brother. I extended my hand and said, “I’m Dani. It’s nice to meet you.”
 
   “Likewise,” he replied, shaking my hand quickly. His voice, unlike Ky’s, was tinged with the faintest Japanese accent. “You’ve caused quite a fuss. You’re…different than I expected.”
 
   “Shut up, Ben,” Ky told his brother.
 
   Turning my attention back to Ky, I asked, “How’d you find me?”
 
   “Remember what I said about the weird feelings I was having?”
 
   I nodded.
 
   “Well, with Cece, I could feel her anger and hatred building up until she did all that stupid shit. Now it’s happening with you, except you’re giving off sadness instead of anger. I’m not sure how, but I recognized the sadness as coming from you, and it got stronger the closer I came to you—led me straight to you. And…it feels like you’re about to do something really stupid.”
 
   “Well I’m not going to kill myself or anything,” I said defensively.
 
   Ky looked at his brother, who nodded. Seriously? Did he really think I was suicidal? And what’s with the need for brotherly confirmation?
 
   “No, but whatever you’re thinking of doing, it’ll leave you very unhappy, even if you don’t realize it now. That’s why I can feel the negativity—the sadness—pouring off you.” 
 
   Pondering his assessment, I realized he was right. I’d been considering becoming a hermit, forsaking human contact altogether. Cutting out Zoe and Jason, Chris, and even Ky, would leave me miserable for the rest of my life. I could survive surrounded by only my four-legged friends, but in the end, death would seem like a relief. 
 
   But I can’t go back. I didn’t want to be alone, but I also couldn’t stand the possibility that I might endanger my friends again. Damn rocks and hard places!
 
   Ky continued, “Come with me and Ben. We’ll take you back with us.”
 
   Shaking my head, I said, “But Jason and Chris…they almost got killed because of me. I saw—”
 
   “What’d you see?” Ky asked, narrowing his eyes.
 
   Biting my lower lip, I sighed. “I saw Cece go after Jason and Chris at my grandma’s house.”
 
   After looking at his brother again and receiving another nod, Ky whistled. “So it’s true. Jason said he heard you, said he was sure you were out behind the house somewhere.”
 
   I brushed his words aside. “You abandoned them! That bitch and her sycophants nearly murdered them and you weren’t there!”
 
   Ky held his hands out in front of him and stepped closer. “Dani, you have to understand. Jason made us stay at his place while he and Chris checked your house. Cece and her idiots followed him…they were supposed to be looking for gas. The rest of us…we didn’t know what they were doing. We were just following Jason’s orders.”
 
   “Oh,” I said, my anger instantly dissipating.
 
   “You don’t have to worry about her going after you or anyone else. She’s long gone. So are John and the rest of her flock, and good fucking riddance! I’m pretty sure she’s actually controlling them, and not just with her pu—” Ky stopped talking and cleared his throat. “I mean, I think she’s like me…but her thing is controlling dumbshits who are stupid enough to touch her.” Ky shook his head in annoyance and continued, “The only shitty part about them leaving is that they took the Humvees and everything that was in ‘em.”
 
   I had suspected as much—that Cece was gone—and felt immense relief. It was short-lived. My stomach knotted as I registered the implications of Cece being able to control other people. How many can she control? How does she do it? And now she’s out there somewhere…
 
   “Please come back. If you don’t, I’m not sure how much longer the rest of us can stand Jason. He was a cold son of a bitch before. Now he’s rabid. He’s crazy moody, especially when he’s drinking. And by moody, I mean completely unreasonable. He’s becoming impossible to—”
 
   At his words, fury began coursing through my veins. I tried to contain it, but seeped out anyway. “And what would you do? Betray him? Abandon him? Attack him? You’re just like her!”
 
   “Holy. Shit.” Ky stared at me with wide, wonder-filled eyes. “No,” he said tentatively in my mind. “I’ll stand by him. I promise…Is this real?”
 
   Clenching my jaw, I nodded sharply. Remotely, I registered the confirmation that I could hear human responses telepathically.
 
   “What’s going on?” Ben asked.
 
   Ky shook his head. “It’s impossible.”
 
   “Oh, but your thing is possible? Don’t be such a hypocrite.”
 
   “She can…she can…,” Ky stammered.
 
   “I can talk in his mind. In anyone’s. I guess you could call me a telepath.” I finished pointedly.
 
   To my surprise, Ben simply nodded, accepting my claim without argument or exclamation. I studied him. What can he do? What about Jason? What about all the people Zo’s with? Holy crap…what about all of the Survivors?! My friends and I needed to stick together.
 
   “I’ll come back,” I said definitively.
 
   Ky and Ben just stared at me, and we stood in awkward silence.
 
   “So…I’m surprised Jason didn’t come with you.”
 
   “He doesn’t know we’re here,” they said in unison.
 
   Interesting. “I will come back…tomorrow.” Ky looked baffled, so I explained, “I have some issues I need to sort out. Personal things. And, well, I can’t do it around Chris…she’ll get in my head and try to do it for me. I need to do it.” I paused, wondering how exactly I would sort out my feelings for Jason by morning. 
 
   “Ky, promise me you won’t tell Jason where I am.” I stared into his brown eyes, and sensing his reluctance, willed him to give in.
 
   Hesitantly, Ky nodded. “Fine. I won’t tell him…today. But, I’m telling him first thing in the morning. You should probably be ready for him to storm up here…”
 
   “Great…,” I said unenthusiastically. An angry Jason…what a great way to start the day. I took my sudden apprehension out on Ben, who was nodding, again. “Why do you keep nodding?” I demanded, glaring at him.
 
   Wide-eyed, Ben said, “Oh, I…umm…I can tell when people are lying—you’re not.”
 
   Huh. “That’s useful.”
 
   He shrugged. “It can be kind of annoying. You’d be surprised how frequently people lie about stupid things.”
 
   “I can imagine.” Looking outside, I noticed it was dusk. “You guys should get going. You know how the Crazies like to come out and play at night.” I stepped forward to give Ben a brief hug. “I’m glad he found you alive.” Ky’s hug was longer, punctuated by an eager “I’ll see you soon”.
 
   A timid surge of joy shot through me. Finally, things were looking up.
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   I‘d been sleeping, but I was suddenly awake. I blinked, letting my eyes focus in the darkness. I was staring up at a post and beam ceiling, and it took me a moment to remember where I was—the front room of the ranch house. Grudgingly, I sat and rubbed the sleep from my eyes. The couch was warm beneath me, beckoning me to stretch out and fall back asleep, but there was something nagging the very edge of my memory. I had the vague impression that Jack had been in my dreams, showing me…something. Something important. 
 
   Hackles raised, Jack slowly backed through the doorway from the hall, triggering my memory of the dream.
 
   The front door. 
 
   The doorknob.
 
   Jiggling…just like I could hear it doing at that moment. 
 
   Oh crap! I thought, piecing it all together. Somebody was breaking in, and the only doorway from my makeshift bedroom led to the same hall as the front door. I was in major trouble.
 
   I had just enough time to scramble off the couch and crouch by the doorway with Jack next to me before I heard the front door crash open. I panicked as I realized my gun was on the couch on the opposite side of the room—I’d stowed it under my pillow before falling asleep. Idiot!
 
   Maybe I can hide. Maybe they’ll pass me by. Maybe…
 
   The hallway’s hardwood floor creaked under the intruder’s footsteps, the sound growing closer with every passing second. I held my breath as Jack moved into the center of the room, snarling ferociously.
 
   “No Jack! What are you doing?”
 
   “Help you,” he responded solemnly. “Run away.”
 
   I didn’t have time to protest or even move before the man stomped up the hall and through the doorway. Focused completely on my vicious dog, he didn’t notice me flattened against the wall beside the doorframe. As Jack strung him further into the room toward the couch, and unfortunately my gun, I slowly inched closer to the hallway. When I placed my right foot in the doorway, the worn wood floor moaned. Horrified, I froze. I held my breath and looked over my shoulder at the man.
 
   His eyes met mine.
 
   Forgetting Jack, he lunged at me and shoved me back-first into the hallway wall. I hit it with a thud, knocking several picture frames to the floor. Glass shattered around my bare feet, but I’d hit my head so hard that I couldn’t stop myself from staggering. A shard sliced into my heel right before the intruder’s hurtling body slammed against mine. He smelled of rancid sweat and stale cigarette smoke, and his bloodshot eyes glinted wildly. He was definitely a Crazy.
 
   A second later, Jack attacked him. As he tore at the Crazy with teeth and claws, I attacked with knees and hands. My few self-defense lessons kicked in, possibly saving my life. I rammed a knee into his groin, then smacked his left ear with my open hand. I wasn’t sure if I’d actually landed the blows on purpose or if they’d been a random result of my frantic flailing. Regardless, insanity had hindered his physical prowess, and he was unable to block my strikes.
 
   The man stumbled back, tripping over Jack and crashing into the opposite wall.
 
   Without a backward glance, Jack and I fled. We tore down the hallway, out the front door, across the wide gravel driveway, and through the door at one end of the stable. The horses whinnied and stomped as we sped by the first few stalls.
 
   “Be quiet, please! The bad man can’t know I’m here!” Instantly, the building fell silent but for the sound of my bare feet slapping on the cement floor.
 
   Just as I sidestepped into the fourth stall on the right, an ominous screech sounded from the door at the far end of the building—the door I never used because of its rusty hinges. I smiled grimly. He didn’t know my exact location, but I knew his. 
 
   I also knew the next stall down housed almost all of the ranch tools, each a potential weapon. If I can just get to them… I studied the darkness, weighing its density, and decided I could probably make it without the Crazy seeing me. It’s now or never. I breathed in and out once, twice, then held the third breath and slipped out of the stall as quietly as possible. Jack followed me, quiet as a shadow.
 
   The few seconds it took me to reach the next stall seemed to last for days. Shaking with adrenaline, I ducked through the open doorway and searched the barely visible walls for some sort of weapon. Unfortunately, grabbing anything would make too much noise and dissolve my only advantage. Trying not to panic, I squeezed my hands into tight fists and took several deep, steadying breaths.
 
   Quietly, but not quietly enough, the man passed by the empty stalls and unknowingly neared my hiding place.
 
   Desperate, I begged the horses, “I need a distraction!” In an explosion of noise, they began kicking the walls and neighing loudly.
 
   I seized the nearest shovel, the same one I’d nearly accosted Ky with, and gripped it tightly in my sweaty hands as I crept closer to the main aisle. Pausing, I told the animals, “Quiet now.” Stillness settled in the dark building.
 
   Faintly, I heard the man resume his slow, shuffling pace, unaware of the danger awaiting him—unaware of me. As he drew closer, I coiled to strike, my muscles trembling with tension and fear. Besides my shovel, I realized my Ability could also be used as a weapon, repercussions be damned.
 
   “Stop!” I shouted in the man’s head. His clothing rustled as he froze mid-step and looked around.
 
   “Damn voices,” he grumbled and continued creeping along. “Leave me alone!” 
 
   Crap! He’s still coming! 
 
   Frantically, I opened my mind and begged anyone or anything, “Help! Please! I’m being attacked by an insane man. Please help me! Please!” I felt thousands of minds connect with mine, human and otherwise, draining me of energy almost instantly. Terrified, I broke the connections. What the hell did I just do? Adrenaline seemed to be the only thing keeping me standing.
 
   Seconds later, the man moved into sight, all of the horses in the stable thrashed and cried. Other animals scratched and banged on the walls from outside the building. The man looked around, hearing a commotion his eyes couldn’t identify in the darkness.
 
   Taking advantage of the momentary distraction, I stepped away from the wall and swung the shovel like a baseball bat. The dull, dirty metal rang out like a church bell when it impacted his skull, causing the handle to vibrate painfully in my grip.
 
   Immediately, he crumpled.
 
   Seconds later, my legs gave out and I followed him to the cold cement floor. Using my Ability on such a massive scale had weakened me, and adrenaline could only last for so long—I could feel my hold on consciousness slipping.
 
   I wasn’t sure if the man was dead, but it didn’t matter. I was unable to make my muscles listen to my brain’s orders to stand up and flee. My head was pounding, and I was shivering, both from cold and from terror.
 
   I curled into the fetal position, letting myself be soothed by Jack’s sniffing and whining. I could feel other furry things—some small and some as large as my dog—nuzzling me. They surrounded me with their warmth, cutting through the aching chill that had seeped into my bones, and I slipped comfortably into unconsciousness.
 
    
 
   ~~~~~
 
    
 
   “So…what should we do?” an indistinct female voice asked.
 
   Angrily, a man replied, “I don’t fucking know!”
 
   “They’re not going to hurt her…at least I don’t think they are. Jack wouldn’t just stand there if he thought she was in danger,” another man said.
 
   “I still think we should shoot ‘em. They’re obviously dangerous. Look what they did to that guy! They tore him apart!” a shrill voice said.
 
   “Shut up, Holly! You’re not helping!” the first speaker ordered. She continued in a softer volume, “I think they’re protecting her.”
 
   “I agree,” said a new voice. “I think we should wait until she wakes up.”
 
   “And if she doesn’t? What then? We just leave her behind this…this…wall of animals?” the angry man asked.
 
   What the hell is going on? Who are they talking about? Why am I so hot? What’s poking me? Wait…where’s the Crazy? Did I kill him?
 
   “Look! I think she’s moving!” one of the voices claimed.
 
   Me? Are they talking about me?
 
   Suddenly, my eyes popped open, and I gaped in astonishment at what I saw in the darkness around me. I was surrounded by a barrier of pacing creatures, including several coyotes, foxes, bobcats, and a gigantic cougar. And, of course, faithful Jack was among the animals protecting me from the people I’d overheard. I felt like a planet being orbited by a deadly belt of fur, teeth, and claws.
 
   Beyond the fierce predators, a small crowd of familiar people with flashlights watched with a variety of expressions. Ky and Ben were sharing a look of wonder. Holly was scowling at Dalton and Hunter, whose faces were blank. Chris was smiling. But it was Jason who captured my attention. The look in his eyes made him appear slightly more savage than the wild creatures circling me.
 
   I sat up slowly and immediately felt dozens of small, furry bodies wiggle and readjust themselves around me. Instead of panicking, which would’ve been normal, and frankly, would’ve made me feel less like a mutant-ninja-animal-whisperer, I smiled at the mass of rabbits, mink, and cats curled up on and around me. Without them, I would have frozen to death, having passed out on the cement floor of an unheated building in the dead of winter. The animals had kept me warm—the wonders of a living blanket.
 
   As Jason took a step closer, my protective guard abruptly stilled, forming a solid, threatening shield intent on one thing—keeping him away from me. Jason paused with one foot forward, his muscles twitching with the need to keep moving.
 
   “Let him pass!” I ordered. A narrow, Jason-sized gap opened between the cougar and a pair of foxes. The three animals separated and sat patiently, looking like stone lions guarding the entryway to a castle.
 
   “No way! Did you guys see that?” Holly blurted.
 
   But everyone ignored her, instead staring in shock at the obedient animals…everyone except Jason. He lurched forward through the makeshift gateway and dislodged a handful of the smaller creatures huddled around me as he crouched at my side. The common cats were the most displeased, hissing and groaning in feline irritation.
 
   “Are you hurt?” he implored, scanning me from head to toe and back again before his eyes met mine. His desperation stole my breath. I wished I had Zoe’s Ability so I could understand what he was desperate for.
 
   “I…I don’t think so. Jason, I—NO!” I shouted suddenly, snapping my head to the right. Holly had raised her pistol and was aiming it at the cougar, whose muscles were tensed to pounce. Everyone froze, animals included.
 
   “Ow,” Ky said, shaking his head. “Was it really necessary to shout so loud in our heads too?”
 
   I hunched, leaning away from Jason, away from everyone. “Sorry. I guess I got a little excited…” At least Holly had lowered her gun.
 
   Before the situation spiraled out of control and someone—or something—got hurt, I dismissed my furry defenders. To my surprise, each nuzzled part of my body before leaving, even the cougar. I felt like a piece of land claimed by dozens of property owners. Delightful…
 
   After the last undomesticated animal had left the stable, Chris rushed to my side, displacing Jason, who stood and began pacing. 
 
   “What the hell just happened?” Holly screeched. “You guys saw that right? That was, like…a cougar or something! What if she sicks it on one of us next?”
 
   Jason halted and spun to face her. “Shut the fuck up, Holly,” he ordered harshly. “Ky, find the lights in this place,” he added before he gathered everyone but Chris around him and began giving hushed, emphatic orders. 
 
   Chris and I both squinted when the overhead lights came on, and she continued patting and prodding me everywhere in her search for injuries. She was very thorough. 
 
   “Hey!” I exclaimed as she pressed against my ribs beneath my breasts. “I like you Chris but not that much.”
 
   “Calm down, hon. I’m just making sure nothing’s broken.”
 
   “Well you don’t need to feel me up in the process. I’m okay. I promise.”
 
   She puckered her mouth, trying not to laugh. “You’ve got a pretty nasty cut on your heel…how’d that happen?”
 
   I thought for a moment, recalling all that had happened after the Crazy had broken in. Part of me couldn’t believe I was still alive. “I stepped on the glass from a broken picture frame…it was when he, um, attacked me in the house,” I explained, my voice trembling a little.
 
   Chris gently squeezed my shoulder. “Worst decision he ever made, huh?,” she said, but it was her touch more than her words that soothed me. Damn…I love her Ability. “Just give me a few minutes to get you patched up, and then I think you and Jason should have a little chat…clear the air…”
 
   I groaned. “Is he mad?” I asked tentatively, watching Jason pace up and down the stable aisle. He reminded me of the cougar who’d watched over me so closely during my loss of consciousness. 
 
   Chris barked a laugh and said, “Hon, mad doesn’t come close. The email from his sister telling him why you left…that didn’t really go over so well…”
 
   “Oh.” I looked down at my hands, feeling miserable.
 
   Chris left my side momentarily to retrieve a first aid kit from her pack. I flinched when she cleaned the stinging cut on my heel, but felt lucky that it wasn’t deep enough to need stitches. After dropping some antibiotics in my palm and handing me a water bottle, she said, “So, I’m gonna clear everyone outta here…start setting up in the house. Can you and Jason please try not to kill each other?”
 
   I gave her a flat look.
 
   “I’ll take that as a ‘yes’,” she said, rising. She walked away without a backward glance.
 
   I sighed, trying—and failing—not to look at the glistening skeleton about a dozen feet away. The Crazy’s corpse had been picked clean…mostly. There were still pieces of bloody clothing and globs of hair. I struggled to make my mind reconcile the horrific sight with the man who’d attacked me only hours before. With unexpected pity, I hoped it had been the blow from the shovel that had killed him, not the animals tearing him apart alive. It was too horrible a fate to wish on anyone…well, except Cece, maybe…
 
   Picking myself up off the freezing floor, I hurried away from both the ghastly scene and my vengeful thoughts, ignoring the throb in my heel. Unfortunately, I was instead approaching Jason and a confrontation I was nearly as eager to avoid as my attacker’s decimated remains.
 
   I fell in step behind Jason as he strode away. “Jason?” I asked meekly. He halted abruptly, and I bumped into his back with an “Oomph!”
 
   While I regained my balance and some modicum of decorum, Jason turned to face me. I took several hasty steps backward. Everything about him was stiff—his clenched fists, his taut neck muscles, and his unusually thin lips. Silently, he stared at me, though it felt more like getting a full-body MRI.
 
   “Jason, I—”
 
   “You what?” he exploded, stalking toward me.
 
   I backed up, my pace increasing with his, my sore heel forgotten. Though my mouth opened, no words came out. I was struck dumb by the waves of sheer fury emanating from him. It was how I imagined I had looked when I’d confronted him about moving Cam’s body, just a hell of a lot smaller.
 
   “You left without a word. You came to my room. You said goodnight. And you knew you were leaving,” he said coldly, his tone like a thin layer of ice encapsulating an inferno. “Zoe didn’t give me your message until the next fucking night. I spent a whole day not knowing what’d happened to you, not knowing if you were dead. And then my sister tells me about Cece’s goddamn note. You didn’t tell me!” he yelled, still pushing me back with the force of his anger. “Why the fuck didn’t you tell me? I could’ve helped you.”
 
   “You could’ve died!” I screamed back. “I was trying to protect you!”
 
   “I can protect myself!”
 
   I scoffed. “Sure, like you protected yourself at Grams’s house?” As soon as the words were out, I wished I could catch them and stuff them back down my throat.
 
   “How’d you…you were there! I knew it!” After a brief pause he lowered his voice and added, “You made her leave, didn’t you? What’d you do?” Each word was pronounced precisely, making his quietness more ominous than his earlier yelling.
 
   Gulping in the suddenly scarce air, I explained, “I spoke in…her mind. I…threatened her…if she didn’t…” Backing into the rusty door, I whispered, “I couldn’t let her do it, Jason. I couldn’t lose you.”
 
   He stopped inches from me, his toes nearly touching mine. “I almost killed her. Multiple times. Fuck Dani, I should have! But Chris and Ky might’ve…If I’d screwed up, Cece and the others would’ve gone after them, maybe killed them.” He turned and walked several steps away, hiding whatever unwanted emotions plagued him.
 
   “Jason, I’m—”
 
   When he faced me, his outward composure had returned. He was, once again, the emotionless statue I’d come to know so well. Quietly, he said, “You should have told me about the note when you first read it. We could have figured it out together.”
 
   “I know.” It was simple, but true. The realization may have come slowly, but I knew that whatever happened, whatever threat loomed ahead, Jason and I would face it together. The meaning of together was still a great unknown. Friends? More? But he needed to know that—to know I believed in him…depended on him…trusted him. “I’m so sorry, Jason. I won’t leave you again.”
 
   His momentary composure abruptly disintegrated, revealing frustration and anger, as well as hope and joy. In two purposeful strides he was on me, his hands forcing my shoulders against the door as his lips devoured mine. He was relentless, stroking my tongue with his as soon as our bodies met. It was unlike any kiss I’d ever experienced—devoid of thought or reason, purely based on mutual need. If Jason had continued kissing me forever, I would’ve gladly obliged. But, of course, he didn’t.
 
   Seconds after restraining me, he pulled back and spun away. “FUCK!” he shouted, punching the wooden slats between two empty stalls before striding off.
 
   


 
   
  
 

35
 
   Zoe
 
    
 
    
 
   “You’re not focusing!” Sanchez’s voice rang in my head. She was sitting only inches from me on one of the picnic benches in the quad. She’d caught me glaring at the barracks; I’d spent too much time within its walls and was grateful to finally be outside. 
 
   “Really? Do you have to yell?” “Well, pay attention,” Sanchez said. “Your turn
 
   I closed my eyes and took a deep breath, trying to remove myself from the present. I tried to block out the beautiful sunset I wanted to watch and the bullfrogs croaking loudly down at the pond. I tried to ignore the fact that I yearned, as usual, for an early spring.
 
   Finally pushing all distractions from my mind, I pictured Sanchez sitting in front of me. I thought of her mind, her face, and the way she tended to glare at me impatiently. But nothing came.
 
   “Let me try something else,” I thought out loud.
 
   Erasing the image of Sanchez from my head, I thought of the universe. I thought of blackness and infinity, of all the stars and planets and galaxies, and how insignificant I was in relation to it all. 
 
   Again, nothing came.
 
   Taking another approach, I opened my eyes and reached out to touch her. Her impatience was heavy, burdening my senses, so I let go.
 
   “Well, we know touch works without fail,” I said in exasperation. I wish I knew how the hell to control this…thing.
 
   “And your mind?”
 
   “I’m still working on that one.”
 
   Taking a deep breath, I again attempted to reach out to her with my mind. “I have no idea what I’m doing,” I muttered. I couldn’t help but laugh at the bizarreness of the situation. “I can’t believe I’m trying to read your mind.”
 
   “Just concentrate—I’m sure you’re more in tune with your unique talent than you think.”
 
   I focused all my attention on seeking the surges and tingles of energy I felt floating around the periphery of my consciousness. They would come and go as they pleased, meowing and pawing at the back door of my mind like stray cats. I was able to ignore them most of the time, but once I was seeking them out, they’d scurried away.
 
   Trying to concentrate on the unknown was a challenge, but I must’ve done something right. I felt a tug on my consciousness. Opening myself up to it, I felt a sense of impatience and frustration dancing around me, two emotions I easily identified as Sanchez’s. Pulling them closer with my mind, I reached further in.
 
   I saw myself through Sanchez’s eyes, sitting in front of her with my legs crossed. I barely recognized myself, and I wasn’t sure if it was because I was looking at myself through someone else’s eyes or because I’d changed so much. A lot had happened over the past few weeks. I’d lost weight, making my cheekbones more prominent, and I looked weak, even though I felt stronger than I ever had before. Defensively, I sat up straighter. 
 
   Losing myself in Sanchez’s mind, I watched a montage of memories parade through my awareness, a tornado of emotions swirling around them. 
 
    
 
   Sanchez was worried about us. Our group was in the mess hall eating dinner, and she anxiously watched us from afar. Her mind was bombarded by the pressure of being our leader and trying to protect us against the unknown.
 
    
 
   Sanchez was looking in a mirror, her face wet from crying. She pushed her emotions away with fierce determination and wiped the tears from her cheeks. Refocusing on her reflection, she made sure she appeared perfectly composed. She sighed before straightening her outfit and walking out her barracks room door.
 
    
 
   Sanchez stared down at her fallen squad members—slaughtered and strewn on the snow-covered ground.
 
    
 
   Sanchez and Harper were lying in bed together, younger and uncertain, different than I knew them.
 
    
 
   Sanchez was driving through the desert, looking out at the barren land around her with a gleeful smile on her face. 
 
    
 
   Sanchez was peering between her childish fingers as she hid her face. She was cringing as her father’s hand came down across her mother’s cheek. Her mother was crying and running after him as he drove away.
 
    
 
   I’d seen too much, and with a jolt, I pulled myself away from Sanchez’s mind. Sitting in front of her, I saw a different woman than I had before—instead of austere and distant, I now saw her as strong, protective, and guarded. She was a true survivor, an independent woman forged from suffering and loss. For the first time, thinking of never seeing her again once I left for Colorado made me feel sad.
 
   “Are you alright?” Her hand brushed my arm. “Zoe, are you okay? You’re really pale.”
 
   “Yeah, thanks. That was just…” I knew she wouldn’t appreciate that I’d seen the memories of her past, felt her deepest fears and emotions. “That was more difficult than I thought.”
 
   “What’s it like? What did you see?” she asked anxiously.
 
   “It was a rush of images I couldn’t really piece together, but at least now I think I know how to access them,” I said, giving her half the truth.
 
   She smiled hopefully. “But it worked?” 
 
   “Yeah.” I nodded as she watched me intently. I wasn’t sure what other private memories I would uncover if we continued, so I said, “But it took a lot of energy…I’m sort of zapped. I’m gonna call it a day, okay?”
 
   “Sure,” she said, but there was a hint of skepticism in her voice.
 
   To avoid any further questions, I stood abruptly. “Sorry, I’m getting antsy. I need to move around. Must be all that time in bed.” I stretched my back dramatically and said the first thing that came to my mind. “I think I’ll go for a walk. I’ll see you at dinner.”
 
   Sanchez nodded, and I strolled away.
 
   Folding my arms, I pretended to be lost in thought as I scuffed my feet along the pathway.
 
   “We’ll talk more later,” I heard Sanchez say in my head. Without turning, I waved to her and continued toward the barracks. Walking inside, I meandered, unsure of what to do. Dave, Stacey, and Sarah were deep in conversation in the common room, and the others weren’t around, so I was on my own.
 
   Realizing that what I’d said to Sanchez was true—I’d done enough sitting around—I snatched my sketchbook and a few pencils from my room and headed back out to capture the final rays of the sunset.
 
   In an attempt to avoid Sanchez, I moved between vacant buildings toward the gym. I hadn’t done much exploring, especially not after what we’d found at the hospital off-base. Walking around alone was intimidating, but I welcomed the fresh air. Maybe I’ll find Harper and Biggs in the gym.
 
   As I continued on, I soaked in the landscape around me. Dead leaves lined the gutters of the well-worn roads, and withered weeds poked through jagged cracks in the sidewalk. I wondered if Fort Knox always looked so desolate. I tried to imagine red and orange leaves on the trees in autumn, and green grass and blooming flowers along the pathways in the spring. But I’d only known it as a barren, abandoned base, and I couldn’t picture it as anything else.
 
   Coming around the corner of the small post office, I heard a clanking noise. I froze, unsure if I should continue my exploration. After hearing it again—the distinct sound of metal hitting metal—I decided to investigate. I poked my head around the corner of the building and saw a few old cars parked alongside a repair garage and scattered throughout a small parking lot. In the right stall of the garage, a wheel-less Humvee was suspended on a lift, and a black panel van occupied the stall on the left.
 
   Another bang suggested someone was working inside. Curiously, I wandered closer to the garage, expecting to see Biggs piddling around. Instead, I found Jake bent over the open hood of the van. His long-sleeve thermal shirt pulled tightly over his arms and back while he wrenched. His sleeves were pushed up so they bunched around his elbows, and I couldn’t help but notice the muscles in his forearms flexing with each twist of his wrist.
 
   “Hey,” I said stupidly, knowing that if he found me watching him and I’d said nothing, it would be even more awkward.
 
   His body jerked and he bumped his head on the van’s hood. “Shit!” he barked. 
 
   I hid my sudden grin with my sketchbook. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to scare you.”
 
   He stared at me for a moment—taking me in, ensuring I wasn’t a Crazy. Small streaks of grease stained his forehead and left cheek, indicating he’d used a dirty arm to wipe his face.
 
   “What are you doing here?” he asked harshly, but his flushed cheeks and ragged breathing indicated he was just flustered.
 
   “I was taking a walk and heard some noises,” I explained as I made my way into the garage.
 
   Surveying the unfamiliar surroundings, I noticed the shop was littered with dirty objects that I knew nothing about. I was sure they were all parts of cars—or tools for fixing broken parts of cars—but the whole mess looked like a bunch of junk to me. Tools with red and black handles were strewn about on work benches, covered in a layer of dust that told me they hadn’t been used in a while. The cement floor was stained with grime; I could feel it under my shoes, sticky and gritty. Dirty red rags decorated the large, tiered toolboxes and stools. The shop was a complete mess—exactly the way I expected a repair garage to be…except for the area around Jake.
 
   He had a row of sockets and wrenches lined-up on the floor in front of the van. Descending in size, almost a perfect half inch away from one another, the tools lay waiting to be used. Jake was cranking a wrench, making it click rapidly as his wrist moved in a back and forth motion. A semi-clean red rag hung out of his back pocket, and a folded beanie lay on a stool nearby.
 
   He’s a neat freak, I realized. Probably a perfectionist too. I nodded to myself. That explains a lot. His cool exterior was only a glimpse into his need to remain in control.
 
   As he continued working, I perused the shop. The more I walked around, the more I realized I liked the unique way the place smelled.
 
   “Why are you smiling?” Jake asked quietly, looking up at me.
 
   “Am I smiling?” My smile widened to a grin. “I guess I’ve just never been in a garage like this before. I like it.” The look on his face changed, a sort of surprise replacing his curiosity. “What’s wrong with this one?” I asked, pointing to the van he was working on.
 
   “I thought the battery was dead, but it’s…” Registering my confusion, he paused and stood straighter. “I’m replacing the alternator,” he said.
 
   “Oh, cool. Nothing you can’t handle then?”
 
   “No, not unless I break something else,” he joked dryly.
 
   Sidling up to the van, I leaned in. “You like to work on cars?”
 
   “It keeps my mind busy.” He turned back to the maze of metal and hoses under the hood.
 
   I nodded and straightened. “I understand. That’s why I like drawing.” 
 
   Jake said nothing and returned to cranking the wrench. No matter how much he played it off, he seemed to know exactly what he was doing. There was no hesitation or fumbling in his movements.
 
   He can fight; he fixes cars; he knows how to put on a fireworks show… “Can I ask you something else?” 
 
   Reaching down into the engine, he nodded.
 
   “It’s about the fireworks,” I said before I could lose my nerve.
 
   Jake withdrew from the engine and straightened, the look on his face reflecting my own feelings of discomfort. Although I was a twenty-six-year-old woman looking at a thirty-something-year-old man, my heart raced like I was a teenager and he was the first boy I’d ever liked. Liked? I don’t know if I’d go that far…he intrigues me…that’s all.
 
   “Why did you do it?” Changing my mind, I amended, “I mean, how?”
 
   He glanced at me, and after a brief pause, shrugged indifferently. “I lit the fuses.” 
 
    My eyes narrowed in frustration until I noticed something. Although his face was expressionless, there was a glint of amusement in his eyes. He was teasing me. 
 
   I might’ve fallen for his antics a week earlier, when I thought my presence repulsed him, but I’d come to know better. His actions told me more about him than his words ever would. Two can play this game, Mr. Vaughn. As I schemed, my pulse quickened. 
 
    “Obviously you lit the fuses,” I said coolly, inching closer to the van. I wondered what it would take to provoke an honest reaction from him.
 
   I leaned against the van, resting my elbows on the cold metal framing the engine bay. Without fully knowing what came over me, I arched my back, feeling my breasts bulge out the top of my tight v-neck. My pants hugged my ass as I stuck it out noticeably. The motion pulled my shirt up slightly to reveal a hint of my lower back.
 
   Jake’s eyes moved over my curves, quickly assessing every inch of me. My mind betrayed me, and I wondered what it would feel like to have his hands on me. He must’ve wondered something similar because his eyes briefly glazed over with desire. For the first time, I felt strong around him, in control. I grinned in victory, and he narrowed his eyes, looking down to clean the wrench he’d been using. 
 
   Letting the moment go, I straightened from my ridiculous pose, waiting for my heartbeat to slow down. “Why do you have to be so vague?” I asked. “I mean, where did you even get the fireworks? Or do you know how to make them?”
 
   This time he smiled. “No,” he said with a chuckle. “I can’t make fireworks. Harper and I found a stockpile when we were searching for fuel awhile back.”
 
   “Oh.” The disappointment in my voice surprised me.
 
   Jake must have heard it too, because he gave me a sidelong glance. “You thought I made them?”
 
   I blushed. “No. Yes. I don’t know what I thought.” It shouldn’t matter. I shook the distracting thoughts from my head.
 
   Jake set the now spotless wrench aside, and as he wiped the grease from his hands, his questioning eyes met mine.
 
   Feeling awkward, I backed away. The playfulness had suddenly evaporated, and I felt like I was in the way of his work. But I wasn’t quite ready to leave. I spotted an old, ratty, leather recliner in the next stall. It had a folded blue tarp draped over its lower half, covered in dust. Reluctant to wander back out into the dying light, I walked over to the chair and peeked under the tarp. It was clean. Knowing I’d found as good of a place as any, I pulled off the tarp and draped it over a nearby lift.
 
   “Do you mind?” I asked, pointing to the chair.
 
   Jake glanced over at me and shook his head. I was glad he didn’t ask me why I was hesitant to leave—I didn’t know the answer.
 
   I curled up on the chair and opened my sketch pad, trying to ignore the unease in my stomach as Jake repeatedly glanced my way. I quickly began sketching. Although I’d never attempted them before, the shapes came easily. Before long, I had captured the slightly beat-up van on my page. Jake was there too…I hadn’t been able to resist capturing his rugged beauty.
 
    
 
   ~~~~~
 
    
 
   I was looking down at the living room of the home I’d grown up in. Muffled sounds came from upstairs. I strained to hear the desperate words being uttered, but my consciousness was jumbled and I couldn’t decipher them. I couldn’t think. I cringed as the shouting and cursing continued. 
 
   My dad and Jason suddenly materialized in the living room, completely unaware of my presence. Like a reclusive spider hidden in the recesses of a wall, I watched what unfolded with trepidation. 
 
   My brother was bigger than my dad. Jason’s clenched fists and jaw were intimidating, but my dad seemed just as imposing. He was more solemn and threatening than I’d ever noticed before, and he looked older than I remembered. His features were blanketed with an all-too-familiar sorrow; his eyes were filled with loneliness, and their outer corners were wrinkled from a lifetime of worry.  
 
   Jason’s gestures were forceful as he exchanged harsh words with my dad. His eyes were ablaze with so much anger that I almost missed the sadness crinkling his brow. Like a pair of ear plugs had been removed, I could suddenly hear Jason’s venomous words.
 
   “I can’t stay here anymore!” he yelled. Both men’s chests heaved under their shirts. “She’s dead, Dad! I’m not doing this anymore. I don’t want this life.” I immediately knew who he was talking about…Mom.
 
   My dad pushed his index finger roughly against my brother’s chest, and Jason’s rage consumed him. Without saying another word, Jason turned and stormed off. 
 
   Running his fingers through short hair silvered with age, my dad turned in my direction. Somehow, in my disembodied state, his eyes were able to focus on me, and they widened with shock. 
 
   The room from my childhood home abruptly melted away, only to be replaced by another familiar setting: our family car.
 
   No longer incorporeal, I was a little girl sitting in the backseat of our brown and beige Wagoneer. I watched sunlit scenery pass by the window and played with the hem of my dress. Looking down at my lap, I giggled at the sight of my favorite yellow sundress and kicked my small, sandal-clad feet happily. As darkness overwhelmed the sunlight, a sense of dread filled me—something horrible was about to happen. 
 
   I smelled a citrusy scent and immediately knew it was my mother in the driver’s seat. My eyes prickled with tears. I longed to see her face.
 
   “Mommy?” I asked timidly, wishing she would look at me—wishing I could finally see her face.
 
   She remained silent and ignored me, driving like it was any other day.
 
   I couldn’t remember what she looked like. My eyes darted to the rearview mirror where I hoped to catch a glimpse of her feminine features, but the image was blurred, like it was forbidden for me to see. 
 
   The foreboding presence of something malevolent hovered around us. The air was thick with a suffocating fear, and I saw my mom’s body stiffen as she felt it too. I heard the sound of her hands tightening around the leather covering the steering wheel. Even though I was too small to see around the seat back, I knew my mom’s knuckles were white and that her hands were shaking, just as mine were as they gripped the skirt of my yellow dress. 
 
   “Mommy,” I said again. 
 
   “Shhhh,” she cooed softly as she looked over her shoulder at me. Where her face should have been, there was nothing but smooth, featureless flesh. “Shhh, it’s okay, Zoe,” she said again, despite having no lips or mouth to speak from.  
 
   Petrified by the empty face in front of me, I tried to close my eyes, but my lids wouldn’t shut. I tried to call out for Daddy or Jason, but only faint sobs escaped my lips. The faceless woman reached for me. I tried to pull away from her slow, mechanical movement, but my seat belt was suddenly too tight to move or even breathe. Gasping for air between muffled shrieks of terror, I attempted to yank my wrist away from her cold, bone-white fingers. 
 
   “No!” I cried out immediately before my body lurched forward. My neck snapped back, almost broken in half. I could see the front of the station wagon, crunched like an accordion against a dingy brick wall. Adrenaline made my heart race. I was trapped, covered in blood…I was dying. I couldn’t breathe.
 
   The faceless woman sat motionless, pinned against the steering wheel. Her arm was draped over the dashboard, and the fingers that had been on my skin moments before twitched. 
 
   My body lurched as I gasped for air. My hands fell to my lap, suddenly paralyzed, and I took my final, searing breath.  
 
    
 
   Jolting awake in bed, I looked around the room. Moonlight shining through the mini blinds cast striped shadows on the wardrobe and the far wall. I was in Fork Knox, in my room in the barracks. I was safe…and I was alone.
 
   The cotton sheets clung to my sweaty skin. Peeling them from my body, I felt like I was shedding the gloom of my nightmare. My face was clammy, my hair was matted against my cheeks and neck, and my body was shaking. The dream that had haunted me throughout my childhood had returned. Fearing what might come when I closed my eyes again and not knowing what else to do, I climbed out of bed.
 
   I grabbed my sketchpad from the nightstand and made my way toward the door. I opened it, only to trip over Cooper, who was stretched out in the doorway. I stumbled and caught myself against the wall. “Dammit, Coop!” I quietly admonished, but it wasn’t his fault that it was dark; we were conserving the fuel we needed to power the generators.
 
   Seeing a faint light flicker down the hallway, I realized someone was in the common room. I headed that way, Cooper moseying languidly behind me. When I saw Jake sitting on the couch, reading by firelight, I paused, but Cooper trotted across the room to him. Hearing the dog’s nails clicking on the floor, Jake looked up, and his eyes met mine.
 
   “Hey,” I said weakly.
 
   He stood abruptly, looking pensive. “Is everything okay?” His voice was hoarse from a lack of use, and I held back a smile as he cleared his throat.
 
   I nodded. Once again, he had a look on his face that I’d seen numerous times—one of thoughtful concern—but this time I understood it better. “Why do you always think something’s wrong when you see me? Am I really that bad?”
 
   His eyes narrowed, and I acknowledged the silliness of my question with a modest smile and a shrug. “Okay, well this time you can’t save me; don’t worry.”
 
   One of Jake’s eyebrows arched inquiringly.
 
   “I had a bad dream and couldn’t get back to sleep. But it’s nothing some drawing won’t fix.” I held up my sketchpad. “What about you, can’t sleep?”
 
   “Something like that.”
 
   “You can keep reading. I won’t bother you.”
 
   He nodded, walking over to the fire. He threw on another log as I situated myself on the couch, wrapped myself in a blanket, and opened my sketchbook to draw. I tried to ignore the awkward silence between us for the second time in a day.
 
   Jake remained by the fire, leaning against the wall. “Was your dream about Clara?”
 
   I shook my head. “No. It was a nightmare I’ve been having for a while.”
 
   “You want to talk about it?” His concern was genuine, but I couldn’t imagine explaining it to him. I didn’t want to sound even more pathetic and broken than I already did. 
 
   Again, I shook my head. “You can sit down,” I offered, not wanting him to feel like he had to leave.
 
   Jake looked back at me with a rare grin on his face. “I can?” 
 
   Wow, that’s two grins in one day. “You know what I mean. I didn’t come in here to ruin your chill time.”
 
   “My ‘chill time’?” he repeated playfully.
 
   Laughing, I rolled my eyes. “Shut up. I’m glad I can entertain you.” I thumbed through some of my drawings in search of a blank page.
 
   “Those are really good,” he said as he sat down a few inches from me, making the couch feel cozier. “Can I see?”
 
   “Umm…” I hesitated.
 
   “Never mind.” He turned away from me.
 
   “No, it’s fine,” I said hastily. I was so amazed that he was partaking in a conversation with me; I didn’t want to mess it up. “Here.” I handed him my sketchpad with both reluctance and anticipation. I wondered what he would think…and I tried to remember all that I’d drawn.
 
   “You sure?”
 
   “Yeah, I just have a lot of bad ones in there. It’s more of a doodle book than anything.” I’d never shared any of my sketchbooks with anyone other than Dani, but for some reason I wanted Jake to see it.
 
   He didn’t say a word as he flipped through pages of realistic depictions of some of what I’d seen over the past few weeks. I became lost in thought as I remembered the time and place I’d started each drawing. There were even some sketches I’d completely forgotten about.
 
   Jake lingered on a sketch of a Labrador Retriever. “That’s Sammy, Dave’s dog who died…and that’s the cabin we were staying in when Harper and the crew met up with us.” Jake turned a few more pages. “Those are a couple drawings I did on the drive here—they’re not very good.”
 
   Before I knew it, there were forgotten sketches of Jake—angry ones. His likeness stared up from the page, composed of dark lines and harsh shading that reflected my opinion of him at the time. His drawn eyes were flat, cruel, and judgmental, so different than the pair currently watching me. 
 
   “Oh, uh, you can skip those.” Blushing, I reached over and started flipping the pages as quickly as I could. “I was clearly having a bad day.” 
 
   Jake watched me too intently as I searched for something else—anything else—to show him. Finding my drawings of Cooper, I stopped. “You might like these,” I said, trying to refocus his attention.
 
   His eyes absorbed the contents of the pages as he flipped through them, but he remained silent, leaving me to wonder what he thought of them. He analyzed the images like there were hidden messages within the lines and shading. Sitting so close to him, I was becoming distracted by our proximity. I leaned away.
 
   The last drawing was of Cooper’s face, and just as I was about to speak, Jake’s hand moved toward it. He gently ran his fingers over the page like the drawing might come to life. “It’s perfect.”
 
   “Really?” I whispered, not realizing I’d been holding my breath. “Thanks.”
 
   As he reached my most recent drawings, depictions of Harper filled the pages…over and over. The images of him smiling in his white lab coat looked true to life.
 
   “I was practicing,” I tried to explain, though I didn’t know why I felt the need to say anything at all.
 
   Finally closing my book, Jake handed it back to me and picked up his own. He casually rested his elbows on his knees. “Thanks for sharing.” The distance in his voice had returned, instantly annoying me.
 
   “Sure.” I pulled myself back into the opposite corner of the couch. “What are you reading?”
 
   He showed me the hardback’s dilapidated cover. “The Count of Monte Cristo.” 
 
   “I’ve never read it, but the movie was great.”
 
   “It’s my favorite book…I’ve read it about twenty times.”
 
   I didn’t doubt it. With its scuffed cover and worn binding, the book was practically falling apart. “Yeah, the binding needs a little restoration. If you put some sort of cover on it, that’d at least stop the rest of it from crumbling.”
 
   His eyebrows rose in question. “I see,” he said.
 
   “I know a lot of random stuff when it comes to preserving things. Working in an art gallery was one of my former trades.”
 
   “And your other trades?” he asked, sounding genuinely curious.
 
   “Um, let’s see…I’ve never worked on cars, put on a fireworks show, or shot a gun, but I did work at an art supply place and was a live model for some of the art classes at the U in Salem.”
 
   Jake grinned knowingly.
 
   “My clothes were on,” I clarified. “Oh, and I was a bartender for a few years…and I dabbled in making saltwater taffy back home.”
 
   “Bartender?” he asked, chuckling. Even his smile is mysterious. “That sounds like trouble.” Smiles, laughing, and a little less awkwardness…we’re breaking all sorts of records today.
 
   I relaxed at the sound of his deep, rumbling laugh. “I think that’s the first time I’ve ever heard you laugh,” I said, and instantly worried I’d just ruined the progress we’d made.
 
   “Not a lot of things make me laugh, I guess.” He leaned back further into the couch.
 
   “Well I’m glad my bartending is entertaining to you,” I said, feigning annoyance. “What about you? What are your other trades?”
 
   Jake thought for a moment before saying, “Nothing very interesting.” He was avoiding my question, but I didn’t push him. 
 
   I glanced down at my sketchpad, leaving him to return to his book, but I could tell he was distracted. “Do you think we’ll ever be…not awkward around each other?” I asked, breaking the silence.
 
   My question hung in the air as he continued reading. Finally, he turned the page, and without looking at me, asked, “You mean, like friends?” 
 
   “Yeah, I mean…like normal people who can have a normal conversation.”
 
   He peered at me. “Funny, I thought that’s what we were doing.” His tone had hardened. 
 
   “Yeah, I guess.”
 
   “I don’t have a lot of friends,” Jake added reluctantly.
 
   I didn’t know how to respond, so I leaned back and stared at my empty page. I couldn’t concentrate with him sitting beside me. I wondered what he was thinking. I started to doodle on the page, unable to stay focused. I thought about our silent flirtation in the garage, the blood transfusion, and the fireworks. I kept asking myself what it all meant, or if it meant anything at all. I wondered why it was bothering me so much that he wouldn’t open up to me—why it preoccupied me to the point of drawing my knot tattoo over and over again.
 
   I sat, stewing in questions, further confused by the sense of unease I felt radiating from Jake despite his calm appearance. The sounds of the fire, book pages turning, and my pencil tracing the length of the textured page were all that filled the passing minutes. Yawning, I guessed an hour or so had passed, and since I had to wake up early, I figured I should get some sleep. 
 
   Gathering my things, I stood. “Well, I’m training with Harper tomorrow, so I should call it a night.” Folding the blanket and laying it on the back of the couch, I met Jake’s narrowed eyes.
 
   “You’re still leaving?” he asked, sounding surprised.
 
   “Yes,” I said simply, not wanting to start an argument. And you’re not coming with me. “Goodnight.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

36
 
   Dani
 
    
 
    
 
   Careful not to wrinkle the priceless photo sheltered in the safety of my coat pocket, I searched around the ranch for Jason. He wasn’t in the house, the stable, or the pasture. After the kiss…Oh, what a kiss!…he’d disappeared. I’d enlisted the help of dozens of animals in my search and was keeping the mind connections open in case they tracked him down.
 
   Finally, I heard the faint sound of Jack’s howl, and I knew he’d found my quarry. “Come. Hurry. Strange,” my dog said as he appeared at the crest of a nearby hill, barking nonstop for emphasis. 
 
   “Okay, okay, hold your horses. I’m coming,” I grumbled, stalking up the hill. It was cold, and after connecting with so many minds in my call for help the previous night—human and animal minds—I was as exhausted as a person could be without collapsing. Something about using my Ability on people seemed to wear me out more than anything I’d ever experienced, and my several hour nap hadn’t rejuvenated me completely.
 
   After walking for a few minutes, Jack and I spotted Jason in a sparse copse of cypress trees. He was hacking his way through their trunks, tree by tree. His bare, glistening back bunched and flexed with each swing of the ax. Part of me wanted to just stand and admire him from afar, but I had been looking for him for a reason.
 
   Once I was close enough that I didn’t need to shout, I asked, “What are you doing, Jason?” 
 
   He paused with the ax raised but didn’t face me. “Chopping firewood.” Duh. He swung again. And again.
 
   “This is kind of far from the house.” Double duh.
 
   Another pause. “Yep.” Another swing.
 
   I rounded the tree he was currently hacking away at, careful to keep clear of the ax’s arc and the erratically jettisoned wood chips. Jason avoided looking at me while I studied him. Other than his curt answers, he acted like he was completely alone. He seemed to lose himself in the meditative motion, and I lost myself in watching him. Lift. Swing. Thunk. Lift. Swing. Thunk.
 
   He wore an expression of grim determination as his chest and abdominal muscles rhythmically clenched and released. Clenched and released. It was hypnotizing. And erotic. And annoying.
 
   “How will you get it all back to the ranch?” I asked, watching his focused, granite expression. There was so much beneath his attractive surface. I wondered how many women had bothered to consider who he was on the inside when his outside would more than make up for pretty much any personality flaws. He was complicated and conflicted—he had always been—though he rarely let it show. It took the world ending for me to realize it.
 
   “I’ll carry it,” he said between swings.
 
   “It’ll take a long time…lots of trips,” I commented. Apparently I was turning into the Queen of Obvious.
 
   Pause. “Yep.” Swing. Thunk. Pause. “That’s the point.” Lift.
 
   Heaving a huge sigh, I said, “We need to talk.” I was growing irritated with his apparent need to ignore me. In my pockets, my hands clenched into fists. I had to remind myself to be careful not to crush the photo.
 
   Pause. “Can’t. Busy.” Swing. Thunk. Lift.
 
   Stop being such an ass! I thought angrily.
 
   Pause. “But I’m so good at it.” Swing. Thunk. Lift.
 
   Crap! I hadn’t meant to speak in his head. I definitely needed to get that under control. My mind was overflowing with inappropriate thoughts that I desperately wanted to keep private.
 
   “This is important…and difficult enough without you flinging that thing around!” I snapped. 
 
   He said nothing. Swing. Thunk. Lift. Swing. Thunk. Lift.
 
   Around us, dozens of small furry shapes were tentatively wandering closer, making me realize that I’d been maintaining my connection to the animal scouts. I struggled to disconnect from their minds—exhaustion was making my telepathy increasingly difficult to control. 
 
   Finally, as I continued to watch Jason take out his pent up aggression on the tree, I lost it. “Dammit, Jason!” I shouted. Tears of frustration swiftly welled and spilled down my cheeks. Silent sobs clenched my gut, making my throat close spastically.
 
   Abruptly, the ceaseless swing, thunk, lift stopped. “Shit,” Jason muttered under his breath. He watched me with wide, troubled eyes. “Don’t do that…I didn’t mean to…I shouldn’t have done what I did back there.”
 
   “What?” I choked out between sobs. Did he just say he shouldn’t have kissed me? That made me cry even harder.
 
   He approached me slowly. “With Cam and everything…and my sister…I shouldn’t have—”
 
   “Oh shut up!” I shrieked, unwilling to listen to all the reasons kissing me was a mistake. Just knowing he regretted it was unbearable. “This isn’t about that.”
 
   The ax slid from Jason’s hand, thumping on the damp ground. “It’s not? Then what?” He quickly closed the distance between us and took my face in his hands—they seemed to burn my cold cheeks. “What is it?”
 
   It was so much harder to form the words when he was being gentle, not to mention when he was standing close enough to feel his enticing heat. Like a coward, I closed my eyes. “I…know what happened to your dad,” I said in his mind. Determined not to leave him to face his pain alone, I forced my eyes open. “He’s dead.”
 
   Jason’s eyes searched mine, and he swallowed repeatedly. “How do you know?” he asked, his voice hollow and weak.
 
   “Grams left a note for me before she…died,” I said, my throat catching on the final word. Unable to speak coherently, I had to finish in his mind. “She found your dad sitting near the ocean. He was already gone.”
 
   Is it getting harder to talk in his head? 
 
   “Oh…I…He…We…” Jason stammered, trying unsuccessfully to voice different thoughts. He abruptly moved away from me, picked up the ax, and threw it with a savage roar. It flew, end over end, and crashed against one of the trees he’d mangled, dropping to the ground with a muffled thud.
 
   I tentatively touched his shoulder, and he faced me, a storm of hatred, rage, and regret churning in his eyes. As he searched my face, the storm dissipated, and his expression softened. A single tear escaped from one of his eyes and slid down the chiseled planes of his face. His palpable anguish threatened to revive my own tears.
 
   He fell to his knees in front of me and wrapped his arms around my hips, pressing the side of his face against my down-padded chest. I ran my fingers through his short, thick black hair. It was a little longer than it had been when he’d found me in my Seattle apartment, but not yet long enough to show the loose curl I knew it held. He was the strongest man I’d ever known; he was my rock. But for a brief period of time, I needed to be his.
 
   “I’d hoped…,” he choked out, his arms clenching around me tighter. “I’d thought maybe, just maybe…but it was stupid. Hope,” he growled, “is for fools.”
 
   I tightened my grasp on the sides of his head and forced him to look up at me. “No, Jason,” I whispered. Continuing in his mind, I said, “Losing hope…that’s for fools. What do you think happened to all those people who survived the Virus and then killed themselves? They lost hope. They’re the fools. But us,” I paused, basking in the way his eyes drank me in, wondrous and hungry, “we have wants and desires and people we believe in. We have hope, and when we lose it, we might as well lie down and die.”
 
   Staring up at me, Jason seemed on the verge of saying something. For what felt like minutes he said nothing. Finally, his arms loosened around me, and his hands grasped my hips.
 
   I trembled at the change in his gaze and shivered at the increasing chill in the air. I was suddenly dizzy, unintentionally swaying from side to side, and my head felt like it might explode. Am I gonna pass out? Not again…not now!
 
   My vision darkened around the edges, and my knees abruptly gave out. I would’ve collapsed to the ground if Jason hadn’t been holding me up.
 
   “Dani?” he asked. “Dani, what’s wrong?”
 
   I tried to keep my eyes open—to breathe deeply—but my brain’s commands weren’t being received. “My Ability…used too much…”
 
   As my body went completely limp, Jason hooked one arm behind my knees, the other around my shoulders, and stood. Instead of falling to the soggy ground, I was cradled in his protective arms.
 
   “Cold,” I whispered against his bare shoulder, acutely aware of the contrast between the frigid air and his scorching skin. “It’s dark.”
 
   “It’s the middle of the day,” Jason muttered worriedly as he began walking at a quick clip.
 
   “So cold…tired,” I mumbled, my head lolling back over his arm.
 
   “No Dani. Shit! Stay with me,” he urged. “I need you to wrap your arms around my neck. Can you do that?”
 
   “I think…maybe…” My tongue felt swollen, my arms leaden. I focused all of my remaining strength on following his directions. I felt the same as I had behind Grams’s house and after I’d hit the Crazy with the shovel, except it was a hundred times worse. 
 
   “Good,” Jason said, hugging me tightly against his blazing body. “Now hold on.” He began to run. The jarring motion helped me hang on to consciousness, and in a few minutes, we were crashing through the front door of the ranch house.
 
   Startled by the commotion, Ky asked, “Jason, what’s—”
 
   “Her body temp’s too low…fill the tub with hot water!” Jason ordered.
 
   Running out of strength, my arms released their hold on Jason, and my head fell back. I blinked and was suddenly lying on the couch I’d been using as a bed, my clothes being gently peeled away. Though I slapped uselessly at the hands undressing me, first my coat, then my jeans, and then my sweater were removed, until I was shivering in only my bra and panties. I was wrapped in layers of blankets like a swaddled infant and scooped up into Jason’s strong, comforting arms.
 
   “Is it warm?” Jason shouted ahead as he carried me.
 
   “Yeah, but not full yet,” Ky called back.
 
   Jason’s voice echoed slightly when he said, “Go. I’ll finish.” Within seconds he had removed and discarded my cocoon of blankets and partially submerged me in the steaming hot water. It burned, but I savored the feeling, grasping at the chance to be anything but freezing. The situation didn’t make sense though—I was in the water, its delicious heat was lapping at my skin, yet I was still enveloped in Jason’s iron hold. He’s in the tub with me?
 
   As the water level rose, Jason slid our bodies further down in the cramped tub, submerging my entire torso. With one arm wrapped around my waist and the other around my shoulders, he kept my face above the water. With my head resting in the hollow between his shoulder and chest, I watched my hands float near the water’s surface. My dim vision grew stronger and my breaths came more easily as my core temperature increased.
 
   “Jason,” I whispered once the water began to cool.
 
   He tensed. “Yeah?”  
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   “Sure.” He relaxed, letting me melt back into him.
 
   I eyed the two very masculine, bare knees sticking out of the water on either side of me. “Jason?”
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   “Are you…um… wearing anything?”
 
   His chuckle vibrated against my back. “Hmmm…let me think…I believe I left a little something on. Do you want me to fix that, Red?” Though his words were filled with innuendo, he sounded relieved.
 
   “I…I don’t…Can I just go to sleep? I’m so tired.” I snuggled against him, relishing the feel of his body as my eyelids grew heavier.
 
   “Sleeping in a bathtub…not a great plan,” Jason said. “Let’s get you out and dried off. Can you stand?”
 
   Peering down at myself, I realized I was wearing only my bra and underwear, and shyness overwhelmed me. “Maybe…will you close your eyes… please?”
 
   “Are you serious?” he laughed. “I just undressed you. And it’s not like I’ve never seen you in a swimsuit.”
 
   “Well it’s been a while!” I squeaked. “A lot changes in a decade…”
 
   “I’ve noticed.” He paused briefly before informing me, “My eyes are closed.”
 
   Carefully, I stood and stepped from the slippery tub. As I did, I turned to watch him, to make sure he didn’t peek while I removed my soaked undergarments and dried off. I robed myself in a thick gown of blankets, studying the man whose quick thinking had just saved me from…something.
 
   What the hell was that, anyway? Death by internal freezing? I was quickly understanding that certain uses of my Ability charged a high price—impromptu naps and killer headaches being the going rate—but this had been different, more dangerous.
 
   “Okay…you can open your eyes.”
 
   Jason did so and stood smoothly, letting the water stream over the enticing ridges of his body.
 
   I spun away, my heart instantly pounding. “I’m going to go get dressed and lay down,” I said in a high-pitched voice.
 
   “Whatever works for you, Red,” he teased.
 
   I hurried from the bathroom, slipped into some sweatpants and a t-shirt, and curled up on my makeshift bed. I was out cold before Jason emerged from the bathroom.
 
    
 
   ~~~~~
 
    
 
   “Okay, so stick your foot in the stirrup…no, Ky, the other foot…and then pull yourself up. You’re big strong guys; I’m sure you can handle it,” I teased.
 
   Jason had already mounted while Ky and his horse were doing a little square dance with his foot stuck in the stirrup.
 
   “Can’t you help?” Ky called in my general direction. “Like, make it stand still or something?”
 
   I snorted, unable to hold the laughter in any longer. “Won’t help you…you’ll just end up doing this again next time. You’ve got to figure it out.”
 
   “Thanks so much, D. You’re a huge help.”
 
   “I try,” I said, quieting my giggles.
 
   Three hours later, we were walking our horses down Bodega Avenue. On our mission to scout and gather supplies pertinent to our impending departure, we’d loaded our bags with medicine and hygiene items, some food, spices, salt, liquor, and dog food. We’d found, but hadn’t yet taken, a huge supply of feed and some useful tack at a farm close to our own ranch. We would have come back for it.
 
   “Oh!” I exclaimed as we passed by a cedar-sided bungalow. “We should stop in there…might be some useful books.”
 
   Jason shrugged and dismounted; using as few words as possible had become his new standard around me. It was driving me insane, especially considering that he rarely let me out of his sight. He’d become my silent, ever-present shadow. A big, protective, lethal one.
 
   Ky scrutinized the sprawling, brown home. “Uh, why? What am I missing here?”
 
   “This is Mr. Grayson’s house. He is…was…a teacher at our high school back in the day. He sort of collected books on everything, and his house functioned as the town’s unofficial library. You know…’cause we don’t have a real one. He seemed to think he could educate the entire community through the power of books alone,” I explained.
 
   “Got it,” Ky said.
 
   I was no longer a stranger to breaking and entering, but the whole “let’s break into the house of our old teacher so we can steal his books” thing felt odd. Regardless, it ended up being quite the fortuitous stop.
 
   As we were skimming the bookshelves lining the walls from floor to ceiling, searching for anything that might prove useful in our post-civilization world, we heard the crack of a dropped book on the weathered wood floor.
 
   “What the…?” came a man’s voice from the front door—it was Mr. Grayson. His hand was still on the doorknob, his mouth was gaping open in shock, and a heavy tome rested at his feet. “What are you…I never thought someone would…books, you know. Wait…Danielle, is that you?” he asked, finally expressing a complete thought.
 
   Pierced by his sharp stare, I was instantly transported back to high school. I rushed to explain, “Yes, Mr. Grayson, it’s me, Dani. We, um, didn’t think anyone was here or that anyone would mind if we…um…well…”
 
   “Borrowed some books? From my private collection? Assuming I was dead?” Mr. Grayson finished. His expression turned musing as he examined each of us from a distance. “I’d wager,” he said, breaking the tense silence, “that your companion is Jason Cartwright. Am I correct?”
 
   “Yes, Sir,” Jason affirmed.
 
   Mr. Grayson pondered the situation for another long moment, allowing the silence to expand. I jumped when he finally spoke. “Danielle, if I remember correctly, I would expect to find you here with the younger Cartwright, unless she has succumbed to the—”
 
   “No!” I hastily interrupted. “Zoe’s alive. She’s just not, well, here. Last we heard from her, she was at Fort Knox. With some military people. She’s safe though…I think.” I hope. 
 
   He nodded, and his lips quirked into a slight smile. “I see. Well, I don’t know this other lad, but I’ll assume for the moment that he’s fine since he’s with you two. I suppose you’d like to know about the past month here in our lovely little coastal paradise.” Sarcasm dripped heavily off of the end of his statement. Good old Mr. Grayson…
 
   “But I have somewhere I must be in a short amount of time. Will you meet me here tomorrow?” he asked politely.
 
   The three of us exchanged questioning looks and shrugs, finally nodding to each other. Why not?
 
   “Wonderful. Does one o’clock in the afternoon work with your schedules?”
 
   I coughed, choking down a laugh. Schedules. Hilarious.
 
   Ignoring me, Jason replied, “Yes, Sir. We’ll see you then.”
 
   As we left, I glanced back at Mr. Grayson and couldn’t help but wonder about his pressing engagement. Just the idea that he had somewhere to be was surprisingly foreign…and amusing.
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   Zoe
 
    
 
    
 
   Waking the next morning was rough. I’d tossed and turned all night, thinking about Jake and the expression on his face when I’d left the common room. I was still exhausted and wasn’t even close to ready for a day filled with training and travel planning. 
 
   Throwing off the covers, I pried myself from the warmth of the bed and slipped my feet into my brown, fur-lined slippers. I knew I’d need hot water if I was going to carpe diem, so I grabbed the towel hanging over the desk chair and headed out the door.
 
   The frigid air gnawed at my skin as I made my way down the empty hallway. Hearing the clacking of pool balls, I knew Dave was awake and playing his usual early morning game of pool with Stacey. I realized I was probably the last one to get up and dragged my feet lazily along the ground as I entered the empty locker room. The air was still steamy from someone else’s shower. 
 
   After opening my locker, I sluggishly pulled off my sweatpants. My shirt quickly followed. As the steam dissipated, the brisk air bit at my exposed skin. I HATE winter. The cold tortured me as it lingered, seeming to mock my constant discomfort.
 
   Hearing the sound of a plastic bottle hitting the shower floor, I jumped, swiveling around in surprise. I held my crumpled shirt against my exposed chest. The sound of bare feet on tile preceded Jake as he strode around the corner of the line of lockers…completely naked.
 
   Rumpling his hair with a towel, Jake almost ran into me before noticing my own mostly nude body frozen in front of him. He stopped abruptly, his expression shifting in recognition: surprise – confusion – intrigue.
 
   Beads of water glided down his skin, and his arm flexed as his fist clenched the towel hanging at his perfectly trimmed side. My eyes followed the droplets as they trickled down his sculpted abs, gravitating toward his…
 
   Realizing I was gawking at his nakedness, I raised my eyes to his face. He was curiously appraising my own barely covered body. His look was covetous, and he abruptly shifted his towel to cover the evidence of his interest.
 
   “I didn’t know anyone else was in here,” he said casually. Why is he just standing there? He was still naked, and I had to turn away or risk drooling. 
 
   “Shit,” I mouthed, realizing I was in the most deliciously awkward situation of my life. “I didn’t know you were in here either.” My boy-short bottoms and tangled mess of waist-length hair were all that covered my backside. One hand quickly moved to cover my face, and I considered putting my shirt back on. But then I’d have to pull it away from my boobs…
 
   “I’m pretty sure I put the white towel on the handle,” he said. The playfulness in his voice was back, and I could feel heat painting red splotches up my neck and cheeks.
 
   “Yeah, I guess I missed it. I’m not really a morning person.” In the locker’s small mirror I could see his short hair, wet and spikey, and my body hummed at the thought of running my hands over it. “Are you planning on getting dressed by any chance?” I murmured.
 
   “Am I making you uncomfortable?” I could tell he was smiling.
 
   Facing him, I fought the grin that threatened to expose my delight. “Slightly. I wasn’t expecting to see a naked man when I woke up this morning.”
 
   “You don’t like naked men?” His uncharacteristic joke made me laugh as I tried to focus on only his face.
 
   “Of course I do, I just wasn’t prepared”—I pointed at him—“for this!”
 
   He said nothing and chuckled as he strolled toward the door, his firm glutes flexing. I thought I glimpsed a smirk on his freshly shaven face as he turned the corner, wrapping his towel loosely around his waist as he vanished.
 
   Breathe.
 
   Again.
 
   I took numerous deep breaths, gathered my shampoo, conditioner, soap, and razor, and headed for the showers. I was anxious for the hot water to wash away my sudden desire. Seemingly indestructible and with a body fit for battle, Jake reminded me of Achilles, and I wondered what his weakness might be. I couldn’t help but smile as I recalled his sexy grin.
 
   After my shower, I dressed and braided my hair, put my things away, and headed to the mess hall for breakfast. Of course I found Jake there, sitting at a table with Biggs. Great, just the three of us, I thought sarcastically. Suddenly feeling self-conscious, I lost my appetite.
 
   “Feel better?” Jake asked with a barely-there smirk.
 
   “You could say that,” I said before I could stop the words from escaping.
 
   A jovial glint danced in his eyes. “Yeah?” 
 
   Biggs’s head turned back and forth between us until, thankfully, he interrupted. “When you’re finished with breakfast, Zoe, we’ll start training. Harper can’t today, so you’re stuck with me. Okay?”
 
   “Yeah, that’s great, thanks.” I realized I hadn’t seen Harper for a few days—not since the fireworks show—and the fact that I hadn’t really noticed his absence was surprising…and made me feel horrible. “Is Harper okay?” I asked.
 
   Biggs stopped chewing, like my question required a lot of thought. “Why do you ask?”
 
   “I haven’t seen him in a couple of days.” I eyed him closely. “Just wondering…,” I said, promising myself I would find Harper before training.
 
   The three of us finished eating in silence, and after a while, Jake and I took our trays into the kitchen. As we scraped off our plates, we exchanged stolen glances until we heard Sanchez march in and whisper something to Biggs, who still sat at the table, jotting down notes. 
 
   I looked over at Jake curiously. “Do you know what’s going on?”
 
   He shook his head.
 
   After a second thought, I asked, “Would you even tell me if you did?” 
 
   “I have no idea what’s going on,” was all he said as we watched the secret exchange.
 
   Biggs looked up at me and smiled weakly. “Sorry Zoe, I have to bail on our training today. I’ll catch up with you later,” he blurted, hurrying away before I could ask any questions.
 
   “Hmmm…” Abandoning my plate in the sink, I debated whether I should follow after him like an annoying little kid.
 
   “If you’re serious about leaving,” Jake said, “you need to keep training.” He ruminated for a moment, completely unconcerned with what was happening with our other friends. “Do you want my help?” Despite his kindness, he seemed to find little pleasure in his offer.
 
   “Um…” Knowing Jake might convince me to stay, I was hesitant to accept his help. “Sure,” I said, accepting anyway—a small part of me simply wanted to be around him. 
 
   “I can show you how to fight…and how to use a gun and a knife, but that’s about it,” he said.
 
   “You can?” I teased. 
 
   “I know enough to get by.” He flashed a mischievous grin, and for a moment I saw the Jake I’d encountered in the locker room.
 
   To begin our workout, we started by jogging to the gym. The day was pleasant and getting warmer as we ran down the sidewalk.
 
   “How do you ‘know enough to get by,’ exactly?” I asked between breaths, hoping, but not expecting, to catch a glimpse into his past. Maybe he knows karate?  I doubted it; I couldn’t picture a younger version of him being dropped off at a Dojo.
 
   “I got into a lot of trouble growing up,” Jake said after a few strides.
 
   “Can you please be more specific? I don’t mean to pry—I know how you hate that—but as your new trainee, I feel I deserve to know what I’m getting myself into. Are we talking skills and precision or hardcore street-fighting?” I half-joked. 
 
   Jake smiled. “I moved around a lot. I was a stupid kid and wasted my time doing a lot of stupid things.”
 
   Had he practiced karate as a child or gone target shooting with his dad, my curiosity would’ve been satisfied, but his dismissive explanation was much more Jake-like, alluding to the untamed side I sometimes saw in his eyes. I fought the temptation to dig deeper, to learn about him through his memories. I thought about how far we’d come the last couple of days, and I didn’t want to ruin our developing friendship by knowing too much too fast—plus there was that whole…none-of-your-business vibe. 
 
   “So let’s just be clear, we’re not cage fighting or anything, right?” I asked playfully, trying to keep the conversation light.
 
   “No cage fighting,” he said. “Although…that’s an entertaining thought.” His rough laugh made me giggle. 
 
   I stopped jogging. I just giggled.
 
   “You okay?” Jake asked as he stopped and stared back at me with a mixture of curiosity and concern.
 
   Reality hit me like a ton of bricks falling one-by-one—each brick an interaction between Jake and me during the short time we’d known each other. As they landed, I recalled every word, every look, every gesture, and my conflicted emotions for him became clearer. 
 
   I’m…into him. I like being around him. If the world was normal, I’d want to date him. 
 
   The image of his sister dying in his arms flashed in my mind, and I knew I could never have him. I’m leaving for Colorado. His sister died there. He only wants to come along to protect me because he couldn’t protect her. I don’t even know how he really feels about me. 
 
   As he anxiously approached me, I grasped for control. “I’m fine, sorry,” I told him, waving him away.
 
   “You don’t look fine.”
 
   “Gee, thanks.” I jogged ahead, trying to stay focused on our day of training. “Come on, we’ve got a lot to do today.”
 
   I hated pushing Jake away like that, but I didn’t know what else to do. I was too caught off guard by my troublesome feelings for him, and I just wanted to ignore them.
 
   When we reached the gym, we began our session with some kickboxing. Jake started by showing me how to throw a proper punch against a heavy punching bag.
 
   “Harper can show you how to wiggle your way out of an attacker’s arms all he wants, but then what? You need to learn how to fight back, otherwise, getting away would be pointless.”
 
   As he demonstrated, his triceps flexed with each extension of his arm, taunting me. I wished he’d put his long sleeves back on as much as I wished I could tear off everything he was still wearing.
 
   Why did I have to realize this now? I groaned inwardly. 
 
   “Why are you stopping? Keep going,” he demanded.
 
   “I hardly see how this is helpful,” I whined, getting out of step with the heavy bag. It knocked into me with a thud, and I almost fell over.
 
   “If you can’t defend yourself against an inanimate object, how can you expect to protect yourself out there. I won’t always be there; you need to learn how to take care of yourself.”
 
   I sighed. “You’re right. You won’t always be there because you’re not coming with me.”
 
   Shaking his head, he hit his bag harder. “Whatever you say,” he said, mocking me.
 
   “Why do you have to say it like that? Why can’t you just help me and not try to make me feel like shit for wanting to leave? Is it really that difficult?”
 
   “Yeah, it is. I’m surprised Harper’s not chaining you to your bed. That’s what I’d do.”
 
   “Harper’s not in charge of me. He’s not my dad, not my boyfriend…” Jake’s pensive frown told me he’d assumed otherwise. “You thought we were together?” I asked, taken aback.
 
   He just smirked at my words and continued assaulting his heavy bag—left, right, then left again. Between the nicknames and the flirting, I could see why Jake might’ve thought there was something going on between Harper and me. Beyond that, I was intrigued that he’d given it any thought at all, and happy that the revelation seemed to satisfy him.
 
   “Even if Harper and I were together,” I said, “he wouldn’t get a say.” I continued to kick my bag, my building aggression making my strikes more powerful. “Besides, he’s got his own shit going on, apparently.” I could feel sweat beading on my neck and chest, and fatigue was spreading through my thighs and butt. “Plus, since I have your blood inside me, I think there’s a chance I’ll be—”
 
   Jake stopped mid-punch, catching his bag as it swung back to him. “Jesus Christ, you can’t count on that,” he said angrily. “It might’ve been a one-time thing. I can’t believe you’re not taking this more seriously.”
 
   I rolled my eyes and continued kicking to avoid his scrutiny.
 
   “Turn your foot out, or you’ll break your ankle,” he ordered and resumed beating the shit out of his own bag.
 
   I stopped kicking and steadied myself to catch my breath. “Would you calm down? I don’t want you to come with me,” I lied. “So why are you making such a big deal about it?”
 
   Between strikes he said, “Calm down? I didn’t save…your life just so…you could leave and…get yourself killed. Sorry if I seem…a little….pissed…about…it.”
 
   I took a step toward him. “Why do you care so much anyway?”
 
   Jake stopped abruptly and scoffed. “Isn’t it obvious?”
 
   I shook my head. “No, not really. You’re about as clear as mud, and you’re unpredictable. I have no idea what to think of you.”
 
   His chest heaved, and he looked directly into my eyes. His gaze was charged with an electric current I could feel buzzing through me. I swallowed thickly.
 
   Carefully, he said, “I care about what happens to you because I care about you. I don’t want you to get killed.” 
 
   His sincerity angered me even more. “You don’t care about me,” I snapped. “Let’s be honest, Jake. You just feel like you have to protect me because I remind you of your sister.” I couldn’t believe what I’d said; I knew it wasn’t true.
 
   “You know that’s not why,” he said through clenched teeth. He stepped closer, and the heat of his body wrapped around me, tempting me to lean into him. 
 
   Instead, I timidly took a step backward. “Isn’t that why you saved me to begin with?” 
 
   Rage filled his eyes as he again closed the distance between us. “Oh, so if I saw you getting raped and you didn’t remind me of her, you think I would’ve walked away? Give me a fucking break!” Infuriated, he turned away from me and paced back and forth. “For supposedly being able to read people’s minds or whatever, you’re really shitty at it.”
 
   “I already told you, I try not to. I thought—”
 
   “STOP IT! Tell me what’s really going on,” he demanded.
 
   I waivered. Everything Jake had said during the last few minutes was finally sinking in. I desperately wanted to tell him how I felt…that I cared about him too.
 
   Before I could react, the heavy, metal door swung open, and Sanchez stepped inside. “We’ve got a situation,” she said gravely. “Both of you—come with me.” She turned and walked out of the gym, oblivious to the argument she’d interrupted and expecting us to follow her.
 
   I glanced at Jake, and the fierce glint in his eyes told me our conversation wasn’t over. Both of us were still breathing heavily as we followed Sanchez in silence, hurrying to catch up with her. A gentle breeze cooled my sweaty skin, making me shiver, and I rubbed my arms for warmth. I could see Jake eyeing me from the edge of my vision, willing me to look at him, but I refused. I didn’t know what the hell to do; I was ashamed of what I’d said and was afraid of what might happen when our conversation continued. 
 
   As we made our way toward the barracks, I spotted Harper. He looked haggard as he eased himself down onto the bench of a picnic table. I ran to him, taking in his appearance, and squatted in front of him. “What’s wrong, H?”
 
   Harper smiled and kissed my forehead. “I’m fine, Baby Girl. I’m feeling a lot better, just really tired. I haven’t been sleeping very well,” he explained as he straightened, portraying the cocky façade he knew I wanted to see. He patted the bench. “Have a seat.”
 
   I did and glanced over at Jake, who was standing in front of us. Even he appeared concerned, his eyebrows drawn together and his mouth pressed into a thin line.
 
   Harper’s eyes shifted back and forth between us, and he hesitated. 
 
   “Whatever it is, just tell us,” I pleaded. “Don’t beat around the bush. I’ll reach in and grab it if I have to,” I threatened, realizing my freakish empathy-thing was pointless if I didn’t start using it to my advantage.
 
   He winked. “Promise?”               
 
   I tilted my head to the side and exhaled in exasperation. 
 
   “Calm down. I’ll tell you.”
 
   The late-morning sun was bright, and Harper squinted into the light before closing his eyes; its rays seemed to rejuvenate him right in front of us. 
 
   “I’ve been seeing things…strange things,” he said, watching me to gauge my reaction before glancing at Jake.
 
   “You’re like Sanchez, Jake, and me…the Virus changed you too,” I clarified.
 
   Harper nodded. “I’ve been having bad dreams for a while now, but they’ve gotten worse recently.” His eyes didn’t leave Jake as he continued, “The night before it happened, I saw Zoe being poisoned.”
 
    “Why the hell didn’t you say anything?” Jake practically growled. 
 
   Harper’s eyes narrowed at him, and Jake’s fierce expression faltered, melting into shame. “It was too late,” Harper said defensively. “When it really did happen—when you were poisoned—I was…shocked.” He looked at me, his eyes filled with regret. “You died in my dream. That’s why I practically gave up. I didn’t think we could save you.” He paused. “But here you are, and not because of me. If Jake hadn’t known he could save you…if he hadn’t made me do the transfusion…” Harper shook his head, and I could feel his self-disgust.
 
   The look on his face was heartbreaking. I threw my arms around him, squeezing him as tightly as I could. “Jake didn’t know for sure, H. You did everything you could. It’s okay.”
 
   Jake averted his gaze, and Harper scoffed. 
 
   Releasing him, I sat up and waited for him to continue.
 
   He rubbed his hands over his face. “And then last night, I dreamt of a fire. I knew it was here on base, but I couldn’t tell where. I just know it’ll happen. I can feel it,” he said, shaking his head. “There was death and fear and screaming, but I woke up before I could see anything else.”
 
   I studied Sanchez, who’d been standing silently, and then Jake, who’d sat down on the opposite side of the tabletop, his feet on the bench and his elbows resting on his knees. I could feel Jake’s fear as he watched Harper intently. I had the distinct impression that there was something they weren’t telling me.
 
   When the wind shifted direction, carrying with it the faint scent of smoke, we all straightened in alarm.
 
   “Please tell me Biggs is burning something,” I said, but before anyone could respond, one of the common room windows shattered, scattering shards of glass on the ground below. Black smoke billowed out, and flames lapped up the edges of the window frame. 
 
   “What the fuck?” Sanchez exclaimed quietly, stealing the words out of my mouth. 
 
   Before we could react, more windows burst. The fire spread hungrily, seeming to instantaneously engulf the barracks, the place that had become our home. Greedy flames consumed the walls and windows, and dense smoke filled the sky with a gray haze that blocked out the sun. I was lulled into a horrified trance by the crackling, roaring inferno. 
 
   I heard movement behind me and looked over my shoulder to see Sarah, Biggs, and Cooper running toward us. The terrified look on Sarah’s face as her eyes found the flames triggered my own fear, and my heart seemed to stop. “Where are the others?” I shrieked.
 
   “Dave and Stacey were playing pool,” Sanchez said hollowly.
 
   In an instant, Jake was running toward the barracks…toward the flames…toward the death Harper had seen in his dreams.
 
   Without thinking, I was up and running too. “No!” I heard someone scream as I chased after Jake. It wasn’t until the second scream that I realized it was me.
 
   “Someone grab Cooper!” Sanchez ordered, and her arms latched around my chest, ripping me to the ground. I struggled against her, but the more I resisted, the more physical she got, grappling with me on the gravel.
 
   “Get off me!” I cried, but she ignored my demand. 
 
   From my uncomfortable vantage point, I watched a surreal scene play out. Cooper’s fluffy tail hung low as he sprinted toward the barracks, following Jake. Harper grabbed the Husky and pulled him back, away from the blaze. In vain, I made a final attempt to break free from Sanchez’s hold.
 
   “Stop fighting me, Zoe! He’ll be fine. He’ll live!” she yelled, but I barely heard her. 
 
   I saw Jake open the main doors and immediately step to the side, hesitating. A ferocious ball of flames exploded through the doorway, seeming to reach for him. Instantly, I stopped fighting. Sanchez froze behind me, her arms and legs still tight around my body. The moment Jake lunged into the hungry flames, terror flooded my senses, paralyzing me. Although I hoped he would survive, I wasn’t ignorant enough to think him immortal.
 
   Dave’s in there, too. Tears streamed down my cheeks as I thought of how scared he must be.
 
   Something wet dripped on my shoulder, and I craned my neck to see Sanchez’s face, expressionless as tears leaked from her eyes as well. Her grip on me loosened slightly, but I didn’t move, feeling her sorrow. She’d mourned the loss of her friends who had died from the Virus. She’d mourned the team members who had fallen victim to the Crazies, and now she was mourning the innocents who were burning to death inside the building after having survived so much.
 
   “I’m getting medical supplies,” Harper yelled, running in the direction of the hospital.
 
   Sarah, restraining Cooper by his collar, was sobbing in Biggs’s arms. He held her like the universe was ending. His eyes were glassy and all color had drained from his horrorstruck face.
 
   “Isn’t there something we can do?” I asked Sanchez, taking a deep breath.
 
   She shook her head. “No,” she said helplessly. 
 
   I stood and started pacing back and forth, attempting to rein in my hysteria. Jake was probably going to die, and I was so angry at him—at myself—that I screamed. 
 
   “He’ll live, Zoe,” Sanchez said, trying to reassure me again, though I could feel her uncertainty.
 
   After hesitating and looking back and forth at Sanchez and me, Biggs said, “She’s gone,” so quietly that I barely heard him over the roaring flames.
 
   “What do you mean, Sergeant?” Sanchez asked, her face filled with dread.
 
   “Sarah and I just checked on Clara. She wasn’t in there,” Biggs explained. “We saw the smoke…” He shook his head. “I should’ve taken a goddamn radio with me.” Biggs looked back at the fire, and his eyes widened with realization. “It spread too quickly…shit, our fuel…” Biggs abruptly ran in the direction of our fuel supply.
 
   Sanchez marched back and forth, completely mystified. “How can she be gone? I’m the only one with the goddamn key!”
 
   Sarah watched Sanchez nervously. “The door to her cell was open,” she said. “Somehow, someone let her out.”
 
   In the midst of our confusion, Cooper resumed barking and tugging against Sarah’s hold, nearly tearing her arm from its socket.
 
   “Don’t let him go!” I yelled and pointed at Cooper before I took off running. I knew he’d sensed Jake before seeing him stagger out from behind the burning barracks. With a body flung over his shoulder, Jake barely took three steps around the corner of the building before falling to the ground. My legs carried me toward him faster as adrenaline took control.
 
   Nearing him, I compared his sizzling body to the limp form beside him. Tanya was unconscious with sooty smudges on her face and clothes, while smoke was rising from Jake. His clothes had burned off, and he was covered in a patchwork of raw blisters, melted flesh, and charred, flaking skin.
 
   “Oh my God, Jake!” I screamed. I reminded myself that he was different, that he of all people might be able to survive such severe burns, but his scorched flesh only bolstered my creeping doubts. The gunshot wound healed, I reminded myself. But this is his whole body…
 
   “Harper! Someone! Help him!” I shouted, but Harper was nowhere in sight.
 
   Falling to my knees, I held my hands over Jake, not knowing what to do. The stench of burnt meat assaulted the back of my nose and clung to my tongue. Trying to bridle the churning of my stomach, I searched in vain for an unmarred part of his body. 
 
   “Oh God,” I breathed as I turned away. I vomited until there was nothing left in my stomach. 
 
   “Harper! Hurry! Please!” I begged, wiping my mouth with the back of my hand. My throat burned, and sweat and tears made my skin clammy.
 
   As I sat on the ground, shaking, I noticed the spiral-bound corner of a singed book peeking out from beneath Tanya’s legs—my sketchbook.
 
   My heart felt swollen, and it was difficult to breathe. I thought my heart just might burst open and drown me in misery if I was never able to thank him. You stupid, stupid man.
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   Before the Virus, I’d never really thought about the world ending…at least the world as I knew it. If I had, I probably would’ve imagined complete anarchy. Well, the world ended, and there definitely were people handling the situation in a more predictable way—raping, murdering, stealing from other survivors—but not on our ranch. Structure and discipline were the backbone of our survivor lifestyle.
 
   The morning after we ran into Mr. Grayson, we spent hours setting our schedule for the next several days. We were planning to leave for Colorado in a week, agreeing that horseback would be the most reliable mode of transportation. Mandatory riding lessons were assigned to the morning hours every day; we couldn’t afford incompetence or ignorance. 
 
   “No! Holly! Pick a direction and stick to it!” I shouted from my perch atop Wings in the arena. Holly was jerking her horse’s reins frantically, causing the creature to trot in a haphazard zigzag at her contradictory commands.
 
   I jumped when a hand patted the outside of my thigh. “What—oh, Jason…” I stared at the hand that seemed to be searing its print onto my leg.
 
   “About time to head over to Grayson’s,” Jason said.
 
   “Now?” I peeked at my watch; it was noon. “Oh. I lost track of time.”
 
   “Come on,” he said, sliding his hand up to my hip. “Hop down so I can suit you up.”
 
   Barely concealing a shiver, I swung my far leg over Wings’s rear. I was grateful for the stability of Jason’s grasp as I slid to the ground. He’d been watching over me like my own personal secret service since the internal freezing incident.
 
   As soon as my feet touched the ground, he let go and led me into the stable. An array of knives, guns, and holsters were laid out on a workbench. As he helped me secure a thigh sheath over my jeans, I had to remind myself that he was touching me out of necessity, not desire. Regardless, my body trembled.
 
   “Nervous?” Jason asked, glancing up as he tightened the final strap.
 
   “Uh…”
 
   “Don’t be. It’s just Grayson.”
 
   Swallowing roughly, I nodded and shrugged into my usual shoulder holster. I inspected my pistol just like Jason had taught me, checking the chamber, inserting a loaded magazine, chambering a round, and ensuring the safety was on. Even with all the deadly equipment, I looked innocent compared to the lethal badasses that Jason and Ky became. Ever since Dalton and Holly had a nearly fatal encounter with Crazies while hunting, we’d been entering every situation—even the most seemingly benign—prepared for combat. 
 
   We arrived at Mr. Grayson’s house about ten minutes before our scheduled meeting. Briefly scouting the premises for Crazies, we found only soggy grass, dripping trees, shrubs, and a chattering squirrel.
 
   At exactly one o’clock in the afternoon we knocked on the navy-blue front door. We’d left the horses in the backyard, hidden from the road, with instructions to alert me if they spotted any strangers.
 
   “Ky, man, what’s going on with you?” Jason asked. “You met the guy yesterday…he’s totally harmless.”
 
   Ky’s hand hovered near the sidearm at his hip, his eyes shifting incessantly. “I don’t know. It just feels…something doesn’t feel right. There’s tension…and worry…” He trailed off, unable to find adequate words to describe whatever ominous sensations he was picking up.
 
   “Right. Well…calm down, okay?” Jason said just before the door opened.
 
   Mr. Grayson stood in the doorway, wearing the same type of wool cardigan he’d always worn in class, along with an unfamiliar expression of frustration. Two men flanked him—one exceptionally chunky, the other quite thin. Chunky held a shotgun, and Thin held a hunting rifle, though both weapons were aimed at the floor.
 
   In one smooth motion, Jason stepped in front of me and drew his pistol, aiming it at Chunky. Ky drew his sidearm a split-second later, his sights on Thin. Of course, Mr. Grayson’s thugs responded in kind. It was probably for the best that neither Jason nor Ky had chosen to wield the assault rifles strapped to their backs; Chunky and Thin didn’t need further motivation to pull their triggers.
 
   Shocked, I felt fiery anger flood my veins. How could he set us up? Immediately after thinking it, I knew the lanky, salt-and-pepper-haired man wouldn’t betray us. His obvious frustration was starting to make sense.
 
   “Mr. Grayson,” I said calmly from behind Jason. I could feel Jason’s tension and was worried any movement would trigger gunfire. “I’m sure this is all just a misunderstanding. We’re not here to hurt you, like you’re not here to hurt us…right?”
 
   After a shaky deep breath, Mr. Grayson unfurrowed his brow. “As always, Danielle, you’ve seen to the heart of the matter. These fine young gentlemen are here, though unrequested, for my protection.” He shot an angry glance at each of them and continued through clenched teeth, “Since I’m in no danger, they can put away their weapons.” Each clearly enunciated word seemed to be aimed both at his bodyguards as well as at Jason and Ky.
 
   All four armed men hastily lowered their guns, expressing embarrassment with hushed apologies.
 
   “Now that that’s over, please come in,” Mr. Grayson said, holding his arm out as he stepped away from the doorway. “I have tea and coffee prepared in the kitchen. If you would, just seat yourselves at the table.”
 
   An armed standoff followed by tea and coffee…how civilized, I thought, stifling an extremely inappropriate giggle. 
 
   Once I was seated at the table with Jason to my right and Ky to my left, I took a moment to examine Mr. Grayson’s bodyguards, wondering if they were people I used to know as well. They weren’t.
 
   After inquiring, Mr. Grayson served Jason and Ky coffee and made me a cup of tea. He prepared the same for himself and sat in a chair opposite us at the round, walnut table. Apparently satisfied that we wouldn’t hurt their charge, the other two men disappeared to some other part of the house.
 
   “It’s best if you save your questions until the end of this tale,” Mr. Grayson said, his voice sure and resonant like that of an ancient bard. “Otherwise I might leave out something important. Agreed?”
 
   The three of us nodded. I was eager to listen to his rendition of the past month’s happenings in our sleepy hometown. Based on Jason’s barely discernible expression, he shared my anticipation. Ky, on the other hand, just looked at us, confused. He’d never experienced a riveting history lesson delivered by one of the region’s most-loved teachers. 
 
   Leaning forward, Mr. Grayson intertwined his leathery fingers and rested his hands on the table. “It was the last week of November when we first noticed people catching the Virus. Our numbers of infected seemed on par with the rest of the West Coast, and we weren’t worried. By the end of that week, we’d lost one person—an infant, the first to be infected in Bodega Bay. Sad as it was to lose a life barely started, we still weren’t worried. Infants and the elderly are the easiest prey for any flu.” He shook his head softly, a small, sad smile deepening the creases around his mouth.
 
   “Entering the first week of December, our town rode on a wave of forced normalcy and departed in a torrent of uncontrolled despair. Most of the young and elderly were dead or dying. From the increasingly sporadic reliable news reports, we gathered that the same had happened everywhere else along the West Coast, if not the whole country. Maybe even the world.
 
   “Eighty percent of the town’s population had succumbed to the Virus by mid-December, and news from the outside had essentially stopped. A new town council formed by the end of the third week. The council was composed of nine elected members, including me, and we began creating a plan to help the town’s remaining 247 residents survive in this changed world. For a few days, it went well. Everyone was eager to help, willing to fulfill any role they were assigned. We were getting by.
 
   “By the end of the third week, we started noticing a couple of strange developments: first, some people were displaying unusual talents, and second, others were exhibiting a lack of emotional control and various symptoms of insanity. Some abnormal behavior is, of course, acceptable in such extreme situations, but this was far beyond that.” He flexed his fingers, creating white splotches on the backs of his hands.
 
   “After the first few people displaying unusual talents were verbally attacked and ostracized by townsfolk—labeled as ‘freaks’—everyone started keeping to themselves. Some of the emotionally unstable survivors tried rallying others against the ‘freaks,’ leading to five violent deaths. Our population was down to 242. After that incident, few people were willing to help with the town’s survival planning. Instead they chose to stay in their homes, defending themselves and their remaining family members, and keeping any new talents a secret. They’d only venture out to attend the nightly town meetings.” He paused, locking eyes with each of us. 
 
   “That all changed on Christmas Eve. The Town Council put together a holiday feast, hoping to create a feeling of community and camaraderie that might help alleviate the recent tensions. Only seventy-four people, a fraction of the remaining townsfolk, showed up. Those present worried about many of their absent friends—people who’d expressed an interest in attending the event. Before eating, we set out in groups to check on the homes of the missing families. What we found was almost too horrible to comprehend.
 
   “Half of the houses were empty, while the others were occupied by the remains of ghastly atrocities. We called it the Christmas Eve Massacre, in remembrance of those who were murdered. You see, it was the occupants of the empty houses who committed the heinous acts, ripping apart thirty-five of the flu Survivors. We don’t know why they did it; we only know who they are. We call them the Lost Ones.
 
   “The sane town members, now numbering seventy-four, have relocated to the most defensible position in town—the boats moored at Sand Point Marina. We keep watchmen out at all times and usually travel outside of the defended area only in armed groups. Every person has memorized the names and faces of the 107 remaining Lost Ones. If seen, they are killed if possible and avoided if not.
 
   “Now,” Mr. Grayson said, separating his hands and splaying them palm down on the table, “we’d like to invite you and your people to join us at our town meeting tomorrow evening. Due to the many tasks we must attend to during the day, it doesn’t begin until half past seven, so I’m afraid you’ll be required to travel to and from the marina in the dark. Even so, I sincerely hope you’ll attend.” He settled back in his chair, folding his hands and resting them on his lap.
 
   Shaken from the spell woven by his hypnotic voice, I was able to feel the cool wetness of tears streaking down my face. I was also able to feel Jason’s strong fingers intertwined with mine, our joined hands dangling in the space between our chairs. I met Jason’s eyes briefly, and upon seeing the raw horror and sorrow they contained, tightened my grip. An awful thing had happened to our town—to our people—and there was nothing we could do about it.
 
   “Do you have any questions?” Grayson asked, breaking through the lingering fog of emotion.
 
   At a complete loss for words, I shook my head.
 
   “Thank you, Sir, for telling us this”—Jason paused—“this news. We’ll definitely increase our defenses. And yes, some of us will attend your meeting tomorrow night. I’m sure we’ll have plenty of questions by then.”
 
   Mr. Grayson nodded.
 
   “Now,” Jason said, his eyes again meeting mine, “we should be going.” He gave my hand one last squeeze and gently placed it on my knee.
 
   I looked from my hand to Jason to Mr. Grayson, and my head finally cleared. “Wait!” I blurted. “Do you think…maybe…could we borrow some of your books? There are still so many things we can learn to have a better chance at survival.”
 
   “Oh yes, I forgot. Of course, Danielle. I set aside a handful of books for you based on the ones you pulled and left here yesterday. They’re on the table by the door. And please”—he stood and held his hand out toward the rooms full of bookshelves—“take any others you think you could use.”
 
   Filled with unexpected relief, I bounced out of my chair, ran around the table, and flung my arms around my former teacher. “It’s so good to see you, Mr. G,” I said, a hitch in my voice. “I’m glad you’re not dead.”
 
   Mr. Grayson gently patted my back. “And I, you, Miss. O’Connor.” 
 
    
 
   ~~~~~
 
    
 
   “Hey there Scrubby D,” Ky said as he entered the kitchen.
 
   I was in the middle of an assault on a stack of mismatched ceramic dishes that were slathered with a stubborn layer of baked beans—tasty, but eerily similar to stucco once it dried. Since I was moderately lethal in the cooking department, I usually ended up with dish duty. Honestly, I didn’t mind.
 
   “Hey there, Special K,” I replied, cringing at my own lameness.
 
   “Special K? Really? I’m cereal? Is that all I am to you?” he teased.
 
   I spared him an eye roll and continued scrubbing.
 
   Ky hopped up to sit on the tiled counter a few feet away. “We need to talk, D.”
 
   “About what?” I asked.
 
   “You tell me. You’re the one sending out the anxiety vibes.”
 
   I ignored him, scrubbing with renewed vigor.
 
   He leaned toward me like he was preparing to tell me a secret. “Holly and Jason are sitting by the fireplace right now. Together,” he told me. “They’re even whispering…”
 
   What? If he has sex with her I’ll kick him in the balls. Repeatedly!
 
   “You do realize you just said that in my head, right?”
 
   “Did not.” 
 
   “Yep…you said, ‘What? If he has sex with her I’ll—’”
 
   “Okay! Fine!” I accidentally dropped my latest clean plate back into the dirty water. “So what if I did?” I grumbled, picking the plate back up.
 
   Ky laughed. “So…you can’t control your telepathy. You’re talking in people’s minds when you don’t mean to. If certain people hear certain things, then a certain you will be very embarrassed. Just saying.”
 
   “Oh.” I’d known my telepathy was far from under control, but I hadn’t known that stray thoughts were leaking out. “Sorry?”
 
   “Come on, D. Let Chris help. She’s itching to get her invisible little fingers in your brain. She just won’t ask ‘cause she’s, you know, polite and shit.”
 
   “That’s creepy.”
 
   He shrugged. “You trust her, right?”
 
   “Of course.”
 
   “So let her help.”
 
   I thought about it. Learning to control my Ability could be invaluable. It could give us a way to contact Zoe, something becoming increasingly important as our departure neared, especially considering that MG had apparently gone AWOL from my dreams. Of course, it could also save me from some horribly embarrassing moments. “Fine.”
 
   “You sure? Your anxiety just spiked,” he informed me, rubbing his temples with his fingers. “It kind of feels like you’re gonna make a run for it.”
 
   “I said ‘fine,’ didn’t I?” I snapped. I felt a twinge of guilt for taking my grouchiness out on Ky, especially since my anxiety seemed to be giving him a headache…literally.
 
   “Cool,” he said, hopping down from the counter. “I’ll tell Chris.” 
 
   As he left the kitchen, I grabbed a discolored blue bowl and attacked it with the scrub brush. “This’ll be awesome,” I muttered. 
 
   Trying to ignore the impending brain torture, I lost myself in the monotony of washing dishes. It was both therapeutic and finger-wrinkling. Eventually, I placed the last dish in the drying rack, drained the dishwater, and washed my hands. When I turned away from the sink, I nearly screamed. Chris was lounging in the chair at the far end of the rectangular, oak kitchen table.
 
   My left hand flew to my chest. “Chris! How long’ve you been sitting there?”
 
   “Don’t know…maybe fifteen minutes,” she said, pursing her lips as she studied me. “I’m going to test you. JASON!”
 
   Within seconds, Jason strolled in and leaned his shoulder against the doorframe. “Need something?”
 
   “Yes.” Chris pointed to a chair at the opposite end of the table. “Sit. Dani’s letting me test her telepathy. Let’s see…I think it’ll work best if we have you knock on the table each time you hear a full thought from our girl.”
 
   Jason’s eyes shifted to me, seeming to ask for permission, before he gave a single nod and straightened. He walked across the room and eased his powerful body into the empty chair at the head of the table.
 
   Chris looked at me and explained, “I have a few theories about your…what’d you call it? Oh yeah, your Ability. Anyway, I want to test my theories. I’m going to write down a list of sentences and then give the list to you. I want you to point to each sentence as you read it so I know which one you’re on…and read silently. And don’t read ahead. I want you to send only the underlined parts to Jason’s mind, okay?”
 
   “Got it,” I said, moving to sit in the chair nearest Chris.      
 
   She took a few minutes to scribble the words in a notebook, underlining select parts as she went, and eventually tore the sheet from the book. She scooted her chair closer to mine and handed me the paper.
 
   “Okay, I’m also going to be paying attention to what’s going on in your brain while you’re doing this. Go ahead,” she told me, her pen poised over a blank notebook page. I felt like the subject of a bizarre psychology experiment as I looked at the sheet of paper.
 
    
 
   My name is Dani O’Connor.
 
   Zoe is my best friend, and I miss her.
 
   Puppies are adorable.
 
   Puppies are disgusting and ugly.
 
   This is the end of the world.
 
   Why did so many people have to die?
 
   I promise not to run off again without Jason and Chris, even if a crazy psycho slut bitch is threatening me.
 
   Jason is absolutely gorgeous.
 
   If he sleeps with Holly I might have to kill her.
 
   I love him!
 
    
 
   I read the first two lines silently, projecting my thoughts to Jason; he knocked twice. I successfully sent—or refrained from sending—the next three lines, receiving a snort and a knock when I told him that puppies were disgusting and ugly. 
 
   When I read the sixth line about people dying, images of Cam, dead, filled my thoughts. I felt so much guilt—guilt for surviving when he hadn’t, guilt for leaving him to die alone, and guilt for having feelings for Jason. It didn’t matter that I’d always had feelings for him. After receiving four knocks from Jason, I wondered exactly what my stupid mind had sent to him. I glanced at him just as he rubbed the back of his neck. Not good…
 
   I delivered the seventh line according to plan, but the final three were a mortifying mess. I clutched onto the “Jason is absolutely gorgeous” line desperately—against Chris’s wishes—but accidentally sent the following line about him sleeping with Holly. When he knocked, making a coughing, choking sound, I wanted to crawl under the table.
 
   With flaming cheeks, I tried not to send the final line—I love him—to Jason. I refused to look at him, instead glaring at Chris. She was cracking up. I cursed her for including those final three words. 
 
   “Oh my God…too funny…” Still laughing, Chris pointed to the Jason is absolutely gorgeous line. “You didn’t say that one in his head, even though you were supposed to.” She pointed to the If he sleeps with Holly line. “But you said that one.”
 
   I hoped the universe had a sense of decency and that Jason truly hadn’t heard the last sentence.
 
   “What’d she say that made you knock four times in a row?” Chris asked after she’d quieted her laughter.
 
   When Jason didn’t respond, I looked at him. He was watching me with a blank expression.
 
   “Well?” Chris prompted.
 
   Jason cleared his throat. “She said,” he began, but stopped, leaning across the table and grabbing Chris’s notepad and pen. He scrawled several lines quickly, tore out the paper, folded it, and handed it to Chris. “That,” he said, his voice rough. Without another glance in my direction, he stood and left the kitchen.
 
   Chris unfolded the paper, read it several times, then crumpled it up in her left hand.
 
   “What’s it say?” I asked, frustrated. Shouldn’t I know my own thoughts?
 
   “You really want to know?”
 
   “Of course I do! It came from my head!”
 
   Chris placed the wadded-up paper on the table in front of me. “Fine. But don’t make it a bigger deal than it is, okay? I’m sure he doesn’t even know who you’re talking about; he can be unbelievably dense. Though, everything might just be easier if he knew exactly how much…”
 
   With shaking fingers, I smoothed out the paper and read silently:
 
    
 
   Why did Cam have to die? I loved him! I told him I’d stay with him. Why am I feeling like this about someone else?
 
    
 
   I studied the thoughts I’d sent to Jason, written in his sharp, slanted handwriting, trying to force them out of his memory and back into my head. His abrupt exit suddenly made perfect sense.
 
   I tore up the paper and grumbled, “Dammit…stupid, crappy brain…”
 
   Chris, who’d started writing furiously in her notebook, paused to peer at me. “Stop that,” she scolded. “We learned a bunch of things about your Ability. You can lie—that could be really useful. Your emotions can hijack it, but we already kind of knew that. I wonder what makes it possible for someone to talk back?” She stopped speaking, and furrowed her brow. “Did you hear me say that?” she asked eagerly.
 
   “I didn’t hear anything you didn’t say out loud,” I told her, much to her disappointment. Apparently she’d been attempting to mind-talk.
 
   “Hmmm…well…,” she mumbled, making notes. “So it’s not that…”
 
   “I’m kind of tired. Do you still need me?” I asked, standing.
 
   She stopped writing and looked up. “What? No. I wonder if…maybe…”
 
   Leaving Chris to her mad scientist mutterings, I slinked from the room. Being a guinea pig was exhausting, and I could feel a mild chill settling into my body. As I tiptoed to the bathroom to wash up for bed, I begged the universe to have mercy on me. Please don’t let me run into Jason!
 
   For once, the universe obliged.
 
   


 
   
  
 

39
 
   Zoe
 
    
 
    
 
   Contentment settled over me as unfamiliar, snow-covered mountains appeared in the distance. They lined the horizon, and the green needles of spruces and pines peeked from under winter’s blanket.
 
   A young girl’s voice carried from within the dense tree line. “Where are you?”
 
   My attention shifted to a treeless hillside, where snow crunched under a young man’s footsteps as he trudged uphill. “I’m over here!” he called. “Hurry up!” It was Jake—I could tell by the rumbling timber of his voice and the tinge of impatience it so often carried. The sun shone down on him, making his damp forehead glisten. 
 
   The girl’s laughter echoed as she emerged from the trees at the foot of the hill. She looked about eleven years old, with coffee-brown braids framing her round, flushed cheeks. Her eagerness to catch up with Jake was that of a little sister, and I realized I was watching him with Becca.  
 
   “You’re going too fast,” she whined.              
 
   “If you wanna know what it is, you gotta work for it,” Jake yelled as she trekked up the hill behind him. I moved closer to him and could see the amusement lighting his eyes.
 
   “What’s all this about, anyway?” she asked, huffing as she hurried to catch up with her brother.
 
   “It’s just over here. We’re almost there.” Reaching a clearing at the top of the hill, Jake paused and looked back at Becca.
 
   “Holy moly! That’s a steep one,” she said, taking dramatically deep breaths as she joined her brother. 
 
    With a smile, Jake motioned her to the crest of the hill, and they looked down at the children playing below. 
 
   “So this is where they always go,” she said solemnly. There was a sadness in her eyes I didn’t understand.
 
   “Becca!” A young girl shouted and waved from the bottom of the slope. A tall, blond young man around Jake’s age stood behind her, smiling as he nodded at Jake. 
 
   Becca’s frown was replaced with a broad grin at the sight of her friends. She looked over at her brother and exclaimed, “It’s Lizzy and Gabe!”
 
   “Yep,” Jake said. “You should go join them.”
 
   Her face scrunched in disappointment. “You think Lizzy’ll let me use her sled?”
 
   “Why don’t you use your own?” he asked with a smirk, but Becca was too distracted by the playing children to notice.
 
   She furrowed her brow. “Hellllooo…it’s broken. That’s why I didn’t bring it. You know James and Kristy won’t get me a new one.”
 
   “What about that one?” Jake asked, pointing to an improvised sled resting against the lone tree to the left of them.
 
   Becca’s eyes brightened. “You made me one?!” she shrieked and ran to it. “Why? I mean, what’s it for?” Standing the sled on its side, she studied it excitedly.
 
   “Your birthday…duh.”
 
   “Umm, sorry to break it to you, Jake, but that’s still four months away.” Becca’s eyes focused on part of the sled, and she gasped. She leaned closer and said, “You used your skateboard…and are those skis?”
 
   “My skateboard was old,” he said with a shrug and shoved his hands into his pockets; he seemed to revel in his sister’s surprise. “I found the skis. Consider it an early birthday gift.”
 
   Becca didn’t blink as she inspected every inch of the makeshift sled. “But you love this thing. I can’t believe you used it.” 
 
   “Whatever, don’t worry about it,” he said. “You’ve been complaining all winter about not having a sled. Just enjoy it.”
 
   Her smile widened, and she ran to him, stood on her tiptoes, and threw her arms around his neck. “Thank you, Jake,” she giggled. “You’re the best brother…even better than Gabe.”
 
   “I should be better than him,” he laughed. “I’m blood.” 
 
   Suddenly, the world turned to night, and I was standing in the shadows of a dark forest. No longer blanketed with snow, the ground was instead covered with a carpet of pine needles. There was the distant sound of a dog barking, and beside me, the crackle of forest debris.
 
   I turned and looked down at the ground. A large body was stirring, struggling to sit up.
 
   I took a step closer. It was Jake again—no longer a teenager—completely stunned as he scanned the area around him, trying to orient himself in the dark, imposing forest. Midnight shadows blackened his eyes as he listened…waiting.
 
   The dog barked again, and with a jolt, Jake tried to stand. He lurched forward onto his hands and cursed in pain. Reaching an arm behind him, his fingers found the hilt of a knife protruding from below his left shoulder blade. He froze in a moment of both confusion and understanding.
 
   “Bennington! You son of a bitch,” he rasped.
 
   Twisting his arm further behind him, Jake groaned and wrapped his fingers around the knife’s handle. He struggled to pull the blade from between his ribs and roared in pain. After a long, painful moment, he used a tree for leverage and gradually climbed to his feet, letting the combat knife fall from his hand. It landed on the ground with a muffled thud, and his hands clenched at his sides.
 
   Spotting a handgun lying on the ground near his left boot, he struggled to bend down and pick it up. Shoving it in the waistband of his pants, Jake stumbled toward the distant barking.   
 
   “Cooper!” he yelled, and his steps faltered.
 
   Almost instantly, the forest disappeared, and a room coalesced in its place. It was illuminated solely by a floor lamp that stood in the corner between a leather couch and an antique secretary desk. Becca, now a grown woman, stood in front of the desk, facing Jake—her nearly violet eyes familiar yet resolved to do something unthinkable.
 
   “Gabe promised they won’t hurt you,” Jake said, a pleading look in his eyes. “Come on, Becca. We’ll figure this out, but we need their help.”
 
   Hands behind her back, she shook her head slowly. As she did, the ends of her mussed, dark hair brushed her collarbone.  
 
   Uncertainty gnawed at Jake. He didn’t trust the military men fanned out behind him, assault rifles at their sides. But he desperately wanted to trust Gabe, his closest friend.
 
   Becca blinked, her lips parted in a slight smile, and she pulled her hands out from behind her nightgown. Her fingers were wrapped around the handle of a long, slim kitchen knife. Without hesitation, she rammed the blade into her stomach, angling it up into her heart. Her legs gave out instantly, and she crumpled to the floor. A mixture of pain and relief twisted her delicate features.
 
   What followed seemed to happen in a single second. Jake fell to the floor beside his sister’s writhing body with tears in his eyes. Becca coughed as she tried to speak, blood staining her teeth. I strained to hear her, but her words were inaudible to me.
 
   Spinning around, I looked at the four men standing behind me. Three of them aimed their rifles at Jake, who was still crouched on the floor. Beyond them, Gabe stood in the doorway, his face horror-stricken. He wore fatigues like the other three men, but he wielded no weapon.
 
   Hunched over Becca’s now motionless form, Jake was shaking. “Get them out of here!” he yelled. “You knew! You lied to me!”
 
   “I didn’t…,” Gabe choked out. “She needed help.”
 
    
 
   Stirring from sleep, I opened my eyes to see the stark walls of one of the trauma rooms surrounding me. I’d unintentionally fallen asleep at Jake’s bedside. His burned and bandaged body was lying to my right. Harper stood on the other side of the bed, checking Jake’s vitals. 
 
   As I sat up, I gently released Jake’s bandaged hand from my grasp. I stretched, and Cooper, asleep at my feet, stirred from his slumber.
 
   “How’s he doing?” I asked Harper, my voice only a whisper.
 
   He peered at me with tired eyes and rubbed the scruff on his face. Softly, he said, “Hey Baby Girl, I thought you were asleep.”
 
   “I was, but he’s dreaming. It makes it hard to sleep.”
 
   “Slow-wave sleep…that’s a good thing,” Harper assured me.
 
   “So, he’s doing better?” I wondered how it was possible for Jake to heal—any normal person burned so badly wouldn’t have survived. 
 
   Harper sighed and observed his patient for a moment. “Yes, but it’s hard to tell how much better. It’s only been a handful of hours. I’ve never really seen burns like these…not to mention had a patient with the potential to heal so quickly.” Harper paused, deep in thought. “I’m not sure what to expect.”
 
   Glancing down at his clipboard, Harper assessed his notes. “His heart rate is still slower than I’d like, but he’s stable and apparently dreaming. I’m just trying to keep him hydrated and as pain-free as possible at this point.” Harper looked at Jake. “He’s going to have to do the rest.”
 
   Jake was having another brief moment of semi-consciousness, and I could feel his sudden rush of panic and misery. He’s in pain…but at least his pain means he’s still alive…
 
   “Can we give him more morphine?” I asked as Cooper rose and rested his head on my knee, his ears perked forward and his doggy eyebrows raised. I absentmindedly scratched the back of his neck. 
 
   Harper looked from me to Jake. “Is his pain getting bad again?”
 
   Nodding, I repositioned myself in the chair beside the bed. I hadn’t left Jake’s side since Sanchez and Harper bandaged him up. It didn’t matter that my clothes were dirty or that my hair was a tangled mess from struggling against Sanchez on the ground. Time seemed to have slowed after the fire, hours feeling like days. “What time is it, H?”
 
   “Late. You should clean up and get some rest—real rest. I’ll stay with him,” he offered, injecting more morphine into the in-line of Jake’s IV.
 
   By the smell of smoke lingering on me, I knew it was time for a shower. “Alright. Are we using the locker room downstairs?”
 
   “Yep. There are scrubs you can put on for now,” Harper said, jotting something down on his clipboard. Yawning, he sat in a chair on the other side of the bed.
 
   “Do you wanna grab some coffee or something first?” I asked. “I’ll stay with him until you get back.”
 
   “Good call.” Harper stood, yawning again. “I’ll be right back.”
 
   I gave him a sympathetic smile as he left. My face felt swollen and dry, and my eyes burned. As I watched Jake’s chest rise and fall, I wondered if he could hear us talking. Cautiously, I leaned in so I was closer to his head.
 
   “Jake,” I whispered. “I’m really pissed at you. I can’t believe you did this…and I can’t believe you rescued my stupid sketchbook. What made you think—” I shook my head. “You better not have gone back for it or something ridiculous like that.” I struggled to hold onto my irritation, knowing that if I could stay frustrated with him, then I still had hope he would survive. “We can argue about that later,” I promised. 
 
   Tears blurred my vision. “Tanya didn’t make it,” I continued quietly. “Dave and Stacey are gone too, but you probably already knew that. We’ll have a burial for everyone before we leave, at least that’s what Sanchez said. We’re leaving as soon as you get a little better. It’s not safe here with Clara out there…somewhere,” I explained. 
 
   Cooper yawned and I glanced down at him. “Coop’s watching over us,” I said and smiled. “Anyway, after we stock up at the PX again, we’re heading west to Sarah’s house. We’ll be safer there until you’re fully recovered.”
 
   A giant lump grew in my throat as I thought about what Clara had done. “How could she do this? I just don’t understand.” At the thought of Dave and our other friends’ suffering, I wiped away a tear.
 
   I stood and started pacing to settle my nerves, but questions still tainted my thoughts. “I should’ve known something. I’ve been practicing. After she poisoned me, I started listening to everything.” I was frustrated that all my practice had been for nothing. “I don’t understand.”
 
   Recalling what Biggs had said about Clara’s escape—that her cell had been unlocked—I tried to think of a solution. “Who let her out? Who would? None of us would’ve. Did she somehow force someone to do it?” My mind raced…too many questions, too few answers.
 
   “Take a break, Zoe.” Sanchez’s voice echoed in my head as I heard her footsteps in the hall. She paused in the doorway, looking comfortable in baggy scrubs, and her wet hair was pulled back into a ponytail. 
 
   “Where’s Harper,” I asked.
 
   “He was falling asleep standing up, so I told him to get some down time.” Sanchez walked into the room and took a seat on the other side of the bed. “Go ahead and get cleaned up, I’ll watch him.”
 
   I looked at Jake once more, told myself I couldn’t do anything to make him heal any faster, and made my way downstairs to the locker room. Digging through a stack of clean scrubs, I searched for something that might fit me. Finally settling on a mismatched set—a blue top and green pants—I headed for the showers. 
 
   Although the hot water was soothing, I didn’t revel in it as I usually would. I was in a daze. Dave’s dead. I couldn’t prevent myself from imagining his final moments. Did he burn to death? Was it the smoke? Was Stacey with him, or was he alone? My chest felt heavy at the thought of him dying alone. 
 
   We all could’ve died today. Even under the warm water, the realization made me shiver.
 
   My head was still pounding from the earlier barrage of other people’s emotions—terror, sorrow, guilt, relief—and from witnessing Jake’s dreams. Embrace it, Zoe. You’re alive. I ran my fingers through my soapy hair. As it fanned down my lower back, I considered whether cutting if off would be more…practical. 
 
   After I’d finished showering, braided my hair, and dressed, I headed back upstairs toward one of the empty hospital rooms Sarah had readied for us, only stopping when I heard Biggs’s muffled voice coming from behind a metal door. I tiptoed closer to the door and leaned in to listen.
 
   “…to make a choice. We can’t do both; we lost too much fuel in the fire,” Biggs said.
 
   Harper grumbled something indiscernible. More loudly, he said, “Then we have to go, ‘cause we sure as hell can’t stay here.”
 
   “But how do we move him?” Biggs’s voice sounded concerned, and he seemed to have a hard time saying his next words. “Will he even make it?”
 
   “Shit…I have no idea,” Harper said. 
 
   The sound of someone kicking something startled me. 
 
   “He should be fine, assuming he regenerates fast enough. But I haven’t seen much of a change yet. I don’t know how fast it works or how thoroughly he’ll recover.” 
 
   As I processed their conversation, I wondered how we would get Jake anywhere without hurting him. Because Jones and Taylor had sabotaged all the vehicles we’d found on base, our options were limited—all we had at our disposal was the van Jake had fixed…and Dave’s truck. The police cruiser’s too small to be useful. 
 
   “I wish I had better news,” Biggs mumbled. “Sanchez thinks we should leave tomorrow at first light.”
 
   Not wanting to hear any more, I continued on toward the prepared rooms and didn’t stop until I reached a bed. Lying down, my body surrendered to sleep almost instantly. 
 
    
 
   ~~~~~
 
    
 
   After a couple hours of restless dreams and another few of prepping to leave, I helped Sarah load our meager belongings into the vehicles. The black van would transport Jake, bandaged and unconscious.
 
   “I’m sort of worried about finding my folks,” Sarah admitted as we loaded Harper’s medical supplies into the back of the van.
 
   Seeing movement out of the corner of my eye, I jumped. It’s just a bird. Not knowing Clara’s whereabouts was making me paranoid, but I felt safer when I spotted Cooper trotting over to us.
 
   Sarah seemed oblivious to my skittishness and continued, “I mean, I’ve come to terms with the fact that they’re probably dead, but I don’t want to find them.”
 
   I’d pretty much come to the same conclusion about my dad. Sympathetic, I tried to reassure her. “We’ll check the house for you, Sarah. You won’t have to see anything. I wouldn’t want you to remember them that way.” I wouldn’t want to remember Dad that way…
 
   She smiled gratefully. “Did you ever figure out what happened to your dad?” It was like she’d read my mind.
 
   Frowning, I shook my head.
 
   “What about your mom?”
 
   I shrugged. “She died a long time ago. I never really think about her,” I lied.
 
   “Oh,” was all Sarah said in response. We didn’t talk about our parents anymore after that, but I could still feel her apprehension about returning home.
 
   “By the way, thanks for letting us stay at your house. It means a lot to me, especially now…with Jake…”
 
   Lost in thought, Sarah chewed on her lip. Her shame tickled my consciousness. “Zoe, do you ever think about Jordan?” 
 
   I shook my head guiltily, but then I reined in my emotions; thinking of the departed was gone was a slippery slope of misery I wasn’t willing to slide down. I tucked the last case of medicine into the van, and we walked back into the hospital.
 
   “Really? I haven’t either…not that I don’t care. I just feel like so much is going on, and I haven’t had much time to stop and think about it.” She paused. “I feel bad.”
 
   I nudged her as we trudged through the emergency room doors. “I think that’s normal.”
 
   “Maybe it’s our mind’s way of protecting us,” Sarah said wistfully.
 
   “Yeah, probably,” I agreed. “Let’s see if they need any help moving Jake.”
 
   She nodded, and we headed toward the trauma room. When we arrived, Harper and Biggs were still packing up a few things, so we stood beside Jake’s bed and waited. My eyes wandered to the charred cover of the sketchbook lying on the bedside table. I still hadn’t opened it.  
 
   Sarah followed my line of sight. “There’s tons of drawing stuff at my house. You’re welcome to it,” she offered. “My dad used to draw a lot.”
 
   I felt an unexpected sense of relief. “Thanks, Sarah. That’d be great.”
 
   She watched the sketchbook like it might do a trick. “It’s…sort of amazing that he rescued that from the fire.”
 
   “I just hope he makes it so I can ask him why,” I said, shaking my head.
 
   “He will, Zoe. Biggs told me about his healing thing. What makes the burns any different from the bullet wound?” Or the knife wound…
 
   I stared at Jake’s gauze-wrapped body. “I guess it’s just that, well, it’s hard to imagine someone surviving something like this. Don’t you think?”
 
   “Of course,” she said, “but people are changing. I’m not sure we can count on anything we used to think was normal.” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
   “Besides, I think you know why.”
 
   My brow furrowed, and I glanced at her. “Why what?” 
 
   “Why he saved your sketchbook.” Sarah gave me a knowing smirk. “He likes you,” she sang. 
 
   I couldn’t help but smile back at her. “Thank you, Sarah.” I hoped she knew how grateful I was for her friendship over the past month. Though her presence used to annoy me, I’d come to rely on it.
 
   Nudging me, she said, “You’d do the same for me.”
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   Dani
 
    
 
    
 
   Closing the lime-green journal I’d been using as a stand-in for writing to Zoe for over a week, I set it on the coffee table, stood, and stretched. I had so much to tell her if—when—we finally met up in Colorado: I’m telepathic, MG is real, there are a bunch of survivors in Bodega Bay… 
 
   I shook my head and felt a slight smile curve my lips. It still awed me that dozens of people from my home town had survived. Seeing and speaking with them at the town meeting last night had been amazing. And what Mr. Grayson told us after the meeting was equally incredible: he would be coming with us. Zoe was going to be so excited when she saw him. Frowning, I thought, And then I’ll burst her bubble by telling her about her dad. I sighed, dreading that moment even though it was still many weeks away.
 
   Aside from the gentle glow of the fireplace set in the adjacent wall, my cozy, makeshift bedroom was dark, befitting my souring mood. We kept the fires going pretty much all hours of the day; we had a huge stockpile of wood, so there really wasn’t a reason not to. Plus, it was cold, and the rain hadn’t stopped for two days.
 
   Feeling restless, I snuck down the dark hallway to the kitchen in search of a midnight snack. Two steps into the room, I paused. I’d assumed everyone was asleep. I’d been wrong. Along with the faint orange glow from the great room’s fireplace, the murmur of hushed voices was sneaking under the closed door at the far side of the kitchen.
 
   I couldn’t help but listen in. My inner snoop needed to eavesdrop on the secret conversation taking place beyond that door. Carefully, I tiptoed closer.
 
   Jason’s voice became clear as I approached. “…you. I’m not interested in her like that.” Her? Her, who? Me?
 
   I wasn’t surprised when Chris responded; they almost always spent the late night hours strategizing together. “Well, she’s definitely interested in you like that. You should clear up this little misunderstanding before we end up with another difficult situation. Think about it…we can’t risk Dani going off on her own again just because you have women issues.” They are talking about me!
 
   “She said she wouldn’t!” Jason snapped. And I won’t! Crap! Shut up thoughts! Crap! Stay in my head!
 
   “Oh come on, Jason. Don’t be so dense. This is exactly the kind of thing that could push her over the edge.” After a long pause, Chris added, “We may not be able to find her next time.”
 
   Jason’s response was too quiet for me to hear.
 
   “You’re an arrogant ass, you know,” Chris told him.
 
   Ignoring her, Jason said, “I don’t have women issues.”
 
   Chris snorted softly. “Jason, you’ve had women issues since the day I met you, and you always will. It’s just who you are. Talk to her, soon…while it’s still manageable.”
 
   “Fine,” he said. “I’ll do it tomorrow.” Not if I don’t let him…
 
   Having heard enough to make my chest ache, I hurried on silent feet back to my room and crawled under the blankets on the couch. I couldn’t believe he’d kissed me—had been nearly naked in a bathtub with me—but wasn’t interested. How could I have been so stupid to think any of that mattered? He’d been exceptionally distant since I’d rejoined the group, even when he was standing right beside me. Open your eyes, Dani…he doesn’t care.
 
   Slow, tormenting hours passed before I finally fell into a fitful sleep. For once, my dreams were completely devoid of both rotting Cam and my friendly dream invader. Instead my night was filled with nightmares of falling and drowning. I blamed Jason.
 
    
 
   ~~~~~
 
    
 
   When I woke, I felt like a piece of Jack’s poo. My poor dog had spent most of the night whimpering softly on the floor beside the couch, staring up at me with worried eyes.
 
   “Hon, you look like shit,” Chris told me as I sat beside her in front of the great room’s fireplace. Grumpily, I wondered if she was sitting in the same place as she had been when she told Jason to “clear up this little misunderstanding” with me.
 
   “Tell me about it,” I grumbled. Zoning out, I watched her stir thick oatmeal in an iron pot on the fire.
 
   During my morning hygiene routine, I’d done everything I could to mask the havoc wreaked by my restless night—my hair was a tangled mess that I’d managed to wrangle into a braid, and dark circles shadowed my eyes. To top it off, I’d run into Jason four times in the forty minutes since I’d left my room. I was pretty sure the encounters were intentional, probably so he could get the “clearing up” over with. Like a real adult, I fled every time I saw him.
 
   His latest attempt to waylay me had come as I’d entered the great room. I’d scurried away and sought shelter next to Chris.
 
   “What was that all about?” Chris asked, motioning in Jason’s direction with her elbow. He was leaning against the doorframe, blocking almost the entire doorway as he pretended not to watch me. His arms were crossed, and there was a crease between his eyebrows.
 
   “What?” I asked, aiming for innocence.
 
   Apparently my wide eyes and parted mouth didn’t fool Chris. She snorted. “You totally just shunned Jason. Why’re you avoiding him?”
 
   Pulling up my knees, I hugged them to my chest. “Maybe I don’t want to hear what he has to say.”
 
   “Why? You don’t want to visit your house?”
 
   “What?” I asked sharply.
 
   “He’s going to his dad’s place to look through some things and thought you might want to go with him.” She frowned. “You know, stop by your grandma’s…since we’re leaving in a few days and all…”
 
   “But I thought—” I snapped my mouth shut before I could reveal my late-night clandestine activities.
 
   “You thought what?”
 
   “Nothing,” I said too quickly. My face burned with embarrassment, and part of me wanted to jump into the fire to avoid saying anything else.
 
   “Right. Tell me, or I’ll pick you up and carry you over to him myself,” Chris threatened.
 
   “Fine,” I grumbled. “I sort of…overheard you two talking last night.”
 
   As she stared at me, I could almost hear the conversation replaying in her mind. She was slowly shaking her head, not understanding what I was getting at.
 
   I pursed my lips. “He said he wasn’t interested in me, and you said he needed to ‘clear things up’ before I get upset and take off again—which won’t happen, by the way. He was right about that. At least he trusts me.”
 
   To my abject mortification, Chris barked a laugh. “I was telling him to clear things up with Holly, you ninny. I was worried she’d turn into another Cece, obsessing over him like an idiot.” She snorted. “She’s already halfway there.”
 
   Breathless, I felt like my heart was about to explode. “Oh, I thought…I didn’t know she was so into him. I mean, I knew she was into him, just not as much as, um, other people.”
 
   Chris watched me with a small smile tugging at her lips. “Other people? Who could you possibly mean?” she asked, batting her eyelashes.
 
   “I don’t know,” I mumbled. “Just…people.”
 
   “Oh!” she said, smacking her palm against her forehead in mock surprise. “You must be referring to the ‘other people’ I’m talking to right now!”
 
   I blushed furiously and glanced at Jason. He was still leaning against the doorframe, and I was desperately hoping our voices were quiet enough to be drowned out by the crackling of  the fire.
 
   “You should talk to him…alone,” Chris told me.
 
   “Why? What if…I don’t know…” Joy and misery mixed into a heavy lump that settled in my stomach. Was it possible that Jason had actually developed feelings akin to mine, that he was interested in me? That he desired me? It was something I’d written off for so long that I had a hard time allowing myself to consider the possibility, even after the kiss. I felt like hyperactive butterflies had taken up residence in my chest. 
 
   “Just do it,” Chris said, ladling oatmeal into a bowl. She shoved the dish into my hands. “The sugar and stuff’s on the table over there. By Jason. Convenient, don’t you think?”
 
   I tried to smile my thanks, but I probably looked more like I was about to be sick. With shaking hands, I carried the steaming bowl to the table and set it down. I took a deep breath and faced Jason, who loomed casually a few paces away.
 
   “Dani.” 
 
   “Jason,” I said breathily, voicing his name more like a caress than the curt greeting I’d intended. God, I’m pathetic…
 
   “Why’ve you been…never mind. I’m going to my dad’s soon. Do you want to come? We could stop by your house too.”
 
   I couldn’t believe it; Chris had been right. Part of me had still expected him to crush my heart by telling me my infatuation was hopeless.
 
   “Um…yeah. I’d like that,” I said, sounding like I was accepting an offer for dinner and a movie.
 
   He stared at me for a few seconds, face blank, and then said, “When’ll you be ready?”
 
   “I just need to eat…and get my weapons…and saddle the horses, so…”
 
   “I can take care of the horses.”
 
   My eyebrows raised of their own accord.
 
   “What? I’m a quick learner,” he said with a shrug. “Especially when you’re my teacher.” He turned away from me and walked toward the back door.
 
   What does that even mean? I thought as I watched his retreating form.
 
   “I’ll be waiting, Red. Enjoy your breakfast,” he said before shutting the door.
 
   I did. As I devoured the brown sugar and raisin-loaded mush, I decided oatmeal was my new favorite food. I ate quickly—mostly because I was eager for the promise of alone time with Jason, but also because I was looking forward to being home again. No matter what happened in my life, Grams’s house would always be home.
 
   I scrubbed my bowl clean in the kitchen, stopped by my temporary bedroom to gear up, rounded up Jack, and headed out to the stable…to Jason. I found him in the driveway with Wings and a chestnut Thoroughbred, both saddled for riding. A dense fog spread out as far as I could see. I took my time examining his handiwork while Wings whined incessantly in my head about wearing a bridle.
 
   “Oh, Pretty Girl, I’m taking it off right now,” I told the pouting mare as I undid the leather straps.
 
   “Sorry. I forgot she doesn’t need one,” Jason said as he watched. “Is she…mad?”
 
   I laughed and hoisted myself into the saddle. “Not really. But you owe her an apple—her words, not mine.” Wings began walking lazily down the gravel driveway.
 
   Jason mounted his horse with ease and caught up quickly. “Well, good. I’d hate to have her for an enemy. She seems fierce.” 
 
   “He says you’re fierce,” I told the majestic animal beneath me, and her gait gained some prance. “You did a good job,” I told Jason as our horses’ hooves crunched along in the gravel. “I’m impressed.”
 
   Jason chuckled. “Red, don’t you know impressing you is my number one priority?” His words were light and teasing. Someone’s in a better mood.
 
   Bringing my hand up to my chest, I gasped melodramatically, “Oh my! If impressing me is number one, what comes in at number two?”
 
   He looked at me askance, his eyes narrowing to mischievous slits. “Wouldn’t you like to know?”
 
   Smiling, I shook my head. The sound of the horses’ hooves changed from crunching to clopping as we reached the paved road. 
 
   “Oh, I almost forgot.” I moved Wings closer to Jason’s horse and took the picture out of my pocket, handing it to him. “I’ve been meaning to give you this. I was going to when I told you about your dad, but…well…you know what happened. Grams found it in your dad’s hand. He was also holding this,” I said, fingering the heavy silver chain around my neck. I pulled the attached key out from the collar of my coat; it was warm from my skin. 
 
   “Lean closer,” I told him, lifting the chain over my head and holding it out. Jason bowed his head toward me, and I secured the chain around his neck, resisting the urge to brush my fingertips over his smooth skin. “I have no clue what it’s for…”
 
   Examining the old-fashioned iron key, Jason said, “I do.”
 
   We rode on in silence for long minutes—Jason lost in thought as he stared at the key, me lost in wonder as I watched him.
 
   “It opens a box,” he finally said.
 
   “A box? What’s in it?” Based on his reaction, I figured it must be something important.
 
   With a bitter laugh, he explained, “My dad…he never let us look in it. He always wore this around his neck, but even that wasn’t enough security for him. He’d hide the box, changing the location if he suspected we’d found it. By the time I was old enough to unlock it without the key, I’d come to understand that he deserved his privacy and secrets, so I stopped looking. Zoe, on the other hand…”
 
   “What?” I asked, curious.
 
   With a small, genuine smile curving his lips, he shook his head. “I bet she still looked for the damn thing every time she visited. She was obsessed.”
 
   I felt like I’d been skewered in the chest with dull rapier. “She never told me about it.”
 
   Tucking the key underneath his clothes, Jason laughed softly, but just for a second. “She was probably ashamed. A grown woman…searching through her dad’s underwear drawer…”
 
   “Oh…right…”
 
   “What’s wrong?”
 
   “Nothing,” I lied. Why wouldn’t she tell me about the box?
 
   Fortunately, unlike Chris, Jason left unsaid words and hurt feelings alone. I was grateful; I didn’t want to talk about my simmering emotions. I didn’t want to cry in front of Jason again. I’d thought Zoe and I told each other everything, but his revelation made me question that. The willingness to confide our deepest secrets—our darkest fears—was the foundation of our friendship. Yet, she hadn’t told me about her obsession with her father’s mysterious box. Had I hidden things from her too? I don’t think so…
 
   “Too late, old man,” Jason whispered, breaking me from my mental tailspin. He was studying the back of the picture, reading and rereading the words written by his father. I’d read it so many times that I’d memorized it, though I didn’t completely understand the meaning behind Tom’s words. 
 
    
 
   Zoe—Be strong. Your mom and I love you and your brother, never doubt that. And remember, every scar is a memory. 
 
    
 
   Jason—I didn’t listen to the wood—I should have. I’m sorry. I’m so proud of you.
 
    
 
   “What?” I asked softly.
 
   Jason began speaking, his words floating ahead of him in the morning fog. “We fought all the time…I’m sure you overheard. He’d wanted me to make certain choices. He forbade me from joining the Army, but I did it anyway. We didn’t talk for nearly a year after that.”
 
   “I didn’t know it was that bad.”
 
   His jaw muscles tensed, and he nodded. “But things were getting better. We didn’t fight as much when I visited, and we even talked on the phone…just to catch up. But he always sounded disappointed when I talked about my career. He used to say, ‘Every piece of wood has a story. If you listen to the wood, the carving will come to life.’”
 
   “So…in this case, you’re the wood?”
 
   Jason looked at me sideways, a deliciously crooked grin tilting his lips, and my cheeks heated. “You know what I mean!” I told him, a little shrill.
 
   After a throaty chuckle, he resumed his gaze ahead. As we passed the empty, overgrown lot where Zoe and I had built a girls-only fort, I knew we were almost to his house. Jason seemed to be searching the increasingly dense fog for its outline, or maybe, for his father.
 
   “Yeah…so he finally accepted me. Accepted my choice. And now he’s gone.”
 
   “I’m sorry, Jason.”
 
   “Me too.”
 
   His familiar house slowly took shape in the mist, steely-blue and boxy, seeming to beckon us forward. We dismounted in the driveway and fenced the horses in the backyard with Jack.
 
   “Let me know if you hear or see anyone,” I told my dog, receiving a bark in acknowledgement.
 
   As we entered the house through the back door, I recalled the thousands of times I’d walked, danced, and ran up and down its halls. My memories were divided into two eras: Jason, and post-Jason. After he’d left for the Army, the walls had always felt a little thinner, the air a little less substantial. And, in not one of my memories of the house was I ever alone with him. Suddenly, the walls felt wild and alive.
 
   I followed Jason as we passed the rooms I was most familiar with—the kitchen, living room, and Zoe’s upstairs bedroom. Something about the way Jason moved, the easy set of his shoulders, spoke to the magic of home. He was relaxed in a way I hadn’t seen him for years.
 
   “Wherever he hides it, it’s always in his room,” Jason said. He led me down the second-floor hallway to the furthest bedroom.
 
   I wanted to help Jason search but simply felt too awkward rummaging through my best friend’s father’s things. “I’m going back to Zo’s room…to see if there’s anything she’d want me to bring to her.”
 
   Jason shot to his feet and purposefully strode out of the room with me close on his heels. He didn’t stop until he reached Zoe’s bedroom. He entered, took a quick peek around, said, “Go ahead,” and then left me alone in the comforting space.
 
   As I soaked up the familiar plum and apple-green décor, I was transported back to my teen years. Practically every other night had been spent giggling with Zoe under the fluffy comforter, gushing about boys and sharing dreams. We’d been so happy…so carefree. Will we ever feel like that again?
 
   I wandered across the room to the bulletin board hanging over the desk. It was covered with a hodgepodge of pins, photos, notes, sketches, and tiny trinkets from throughout Zoe’s life. She’d been collecting memories on that board since before we became friends in fourth grade, and only her favorites stayed up for long. I was staring at a mini museum of my best friend’s life. My best friend who didn’t tell me about the thing she was most obsessed with.
 
   Reaching out, I unpinned one of the sketches—an exact match of the tattoo on the inside of my wrist. It was the drawing we’d taken to the tattoo parlor where we’d had identical Celtic knots inked on our skin, proclaiming our eternal sisterhood. I had no doubt that Zoe would want it.
 
   I set the sketch on the top of the dresser, exchanging it for a framed photo, and sat on the bed, lost in thought. In the picture, we were perched on the edge of a deck, our backs to the camera. My hand was raised to Zoe’s ear, shielding my words as I whispered some extremely important secret to her. Considering we were juniors in high school, it was probably about my latest crush or some juicy gossip. I’d always loved the photo, thinking it captured the essence of our friendship so well—always whispering secrets into each other’s ears. But at the moment, it seemed to shout that I was the one whispering while Zoe kept her secrets inside. Hidden.
 
   “Found it,” Jason said, frowning when I looked up. “Are y—”
 
   “I’m fine,” I interrupted, wiping a lone tear from my cheek.
 
   “Okay…I’m heading into my room. Feel free to join me when you’re done in here.” His eyes lingered on my face for a few seconds before he turned and crossed the hall to his old bedroom.
 
   I wasn’t about to miss the once in a lifetime opportunity to explore Jason’s personal space, so I pulled my unraveling emotions together, tucked the picture frame and sketch into my backpack, and joined him.
 
   Crossing the threshold into forbidden territory felt like pushing through a force field. Tom Cartwright hadn’t redecorated his kids’ bedrooms into impersonal guest rooms like empty-nesters tended to do. He’d kept the spaces exactly as they had been, waiting to welcome Zoe and Jason home at any time. In Zoe’s case, the drawers and closet had been emptied long ago, leaving behind the shell of the girl who had lived there. With Jason, however, it appeared as though he’d still been occupying the bedroom for the past twelve years.
 
   The walls were nearly bare, with only a few pieces of sports memorabilia pinned to their steel-blue surfaces. A faded, masculine scent clung to the air, making me think of the many nights Jason had spent in the room while I’d been hunkered down with Zoe across the hall. I wondered if he’d been alone…or if my middle school mind hadn’t realized he was sneaking girlfriend after girlfriend into his room. Or maybe he’d just climbed down the tree outside of his window and met up with them elsewhere. His epic reputation by the time I’d entered high school—the year after Jason had graduated—suggested that at least one, if not both, was true.
 
   On the wall opposite Jason’s bed, a long shelf displayed several dozen wooden figurines and a few framed photos of his dad and sister. While Jason knelt on the floor, digging through a trunk in his closet, I picked up a miniature carved cat, curled in sleep. It was exquisite.
 
   “Did your dad make these?”
 
   “Huh?” Looking over his shoulder, Jason saw what I was holding and frowned. “Ah…some.” His head disappeared into the closet again as he clarified, “I actually made most of ‘em.”
 
   “Hmmm…” I lost myself in examining the little pieces of art. The cat looked so realistic, like it might uncurl its tiny body and arch its back right there on my palm. I was starting to understand what Tom meant about listening to the wood.
 
   “That’s the last one I ever made,” Jason said quietly.
 
   I jumped, my fingers reflexively closing around the carved cat. I’d been so entranced by the intricate feline figurine in my hand that I hadn’t noticed Jason approach. He was right behind me. 
 
   “Sorry,” he said. “I thought you heard me.” He reached over my shoulder and plucked a simple, slightly disproportionate fish off of the shelf. It was about the size of his thumb. “This was my first.”
 
   “They’re beautiful. I didn’t know your dad taught you to carve,” I told him, opening my hand to reveal the sleeping cat. 
 
   Jason laughed bitterly and gave a small shake of his head. “He wanted me to follow in his footsteps—take over the family business.”
 
   The carvings seemed to unsettle him so much that I felt guilty when I asked, “Can I…I mean, would you mind if I…you know…kept this?” I raised my hand a few inches, showing him the tiny feline.
 
   He shrugged. “Keep it. Keep any of ‘em.”
 
   Jason returned to the closet as I examined each carving carefully, wishing I could take them all. I settled on the sleeping cat, the lopsided fish, and a remarkably detailed seagull in flight.
 
   Jason finally emerged from his closet with a few items—a rolled-up canvas kit of some kind, an incredibly worn leather journal, and an equally worn, earth-brown leather jacket—and stuffed them into his backpack, along with the pictures from the shelf and a carved bear standing on its hind legs. That one, he said, had been carved by his dad. He also gave me a few old t-shirts to wrap my priceless treasures in; I was worried they would get damaged.
 
   Before we left, we scavenged some peanut butter, crackers, fruit snacks, and an unopened bottle of apple juice from Tom’s pantry for lunch. We settled at the kitchen table with our non-perishable feast and ate in companionable silence.
 
   When I rose and carried our empty plates to the sink, Jason asked, “What’re you doing?”
 
   “The dishes?”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Because…huh.” I dropped the dirty plates into the sink. “I don’t know. It just felt right. Being here makes it seem like things are…normal.”
 
   Standing, Jason finished off the apple juice, drinking it straight out of the bottle, and said, “I know what you mean. I keep expecting my dad to walk in and lecture me about responsibility and ‘carrying the family torch’.” He raised his backpack onto the chair and unzipped it. “It feels normal…except for one thing.”
 
   “What’s that?” I cocked my head and leaned my lower back against the counter.
 
   “We’re here together—just us.” He looked at me, his electric blue eyes seeming to really see me for the first time. “The world’s not normal. Everything’s different. We’re different.”
 
   I nodded, shifting uncomfortably under the weight of his stare.
 
   “Aren’t you gonna open it?” I asked, motioning to the intricately carved box he’d just placed on the table. About the size of a cigar box, it was fashioned from cedar and had delicate iron hinges. It had, without a doubt, been crafted by the talented hands of Tom Cartwright.
 
   Jason’s eyes shifted to the box, mercifully releasing their relentless hold on me. “Not yet…Zoe’d kill me.”
 
   “Oh.” Right…’cause she’s obsessed with it and all…
 
   “We’re done here,” he said. He was watching my face closely. “Let’s head out.”
 
   I nodded, not trusting my voice to hold steady if I spoke. My chin tried to quiver, but I stilled it by clenching my teeth.
 
   Jason quickly wrapped the box in a terrycloth dish towel and loaded it into his pack. Dozens of words were perched on the tip of my tongue, anxiously waiting for my mouth to open so they could fly to Jason’s ears. But I clutched onto them desperately, instead settling for companionable silence. As we rode to Grams’s house, I basked in the silence, but once we walked through the front door, it turned expectant and tense. It was almost palpable, growing and pulsing in the air around us.
 
   Ignoring the tension, we started in Grams’s bedroom, where I searched for keepsakes. Jason sat on the end of her bed, watching me as I wandered around her room. I’d always thought of her possessions as flowery and old-fashioned, nothing I would ever want for myself, but they suddenly held incalculable value to me.
 
   Searching through her vintage, buttercup-yellow jewelry box, I was struck by the realization that I was looking through her favorite necklaces, rings, and earrings, all things she would never wear again. I was surprised to find the long, silver chain with its heavy silver pendant—a medallion the size of a silver dollar imprinted with the hands, heart, and crown of a claddagh ring—that Grams only took off to bathe. It had been a gift from her my grandpa on their wedding night. Did she leave it for me? With trembling fingers, I picked up the necklace and reverently slipped it over my head, tucking the pendant beneath my shirt. The chain was so long that the cool metal settled low between my breasts.
 
   Before leaving the room, I sprayed a little of Grams’s lavender perfume. With horror and wonder, the delicate scent made me feel like she would come striding through the doorway at any moment. Jason sat quietly and watched, letting the silent tension continue to build.
 
   Finally, I led the way upstairs to my childhood bedroom. The closer we came, the more nervous I felt, like I was doing something forbidden. Grams had maintained a strict policy against boys in bedrooms—specifically my bedroom. On top of that, Jason had never even been in my house, let alone in my bedroom.
 
   Self-consciousness overwhelmed me as Jason entered the room behind me. Juxtaposed with his undeniable masculinity, the space seemed so much girlier than usual, so innocent when compared to his intense sexuality. I often felt the same way about myself in his presence. Having him in my room—studying my white, vine-embroidered comforter, antique vanity, and menagerie of stuffed animals—felt like letting him open me up to peek inside. I felt exposed. Naked.
 
   With an odd mixture of discomfort and curiosity, Jason stood in the middle of the room. Unlike in Grams’s bedroom, he seemed to have a hard time figuring out where to sit. He approached the bed, hesitated, and turned to the vanity chair. He shook his head before making a decision, displacing a large stuffed dog on the window seat. The dog, Ralph, remained in his grasp, resting on his lap.
 
   Again, he watched me but said nothing, letting me look through my belongings undisturbed. It was impossible to ignore his increasingly pensive presence, but I made a show of pretending.
 
   As I perched on the edge of the mattress, searching the drawers of the nightstand only a few feet from Jason, I found the purple diary I’d written in throughout high school. There wasn’t a secret written on its pages that Zoe didn’t know. But if I read her diary, how much of its cherished contents would end up being news to me? Hot tears slowly snaked down my face, and the silence reached a critical point.
 
   “Dani?” Jason’s voice was a soft rumble.
 
   “Hmmm?” I shut the drawer, leaving the diary inside, and turned all of my attention on him. I smiled faintly at the sight of him, such a strong, tough man, holding a stuffed animal.
 
   “What’s wrong?”
 
   If I said “Nothing,” he would let it go. Or he’d wait until the next time I drowned in silent tears to ask again. But I didn’t want him to let it go. I wanted Jason to know me, insecurities and all. 
 
   “It’s Zoe,” I told him.
 
   “And the box?”
 
   I sighed, still arranging my thoughts into a comprehensible pattern. “Yeah, I guess you could say that.” I paused, then the words spilled out without thought. “She didn’t tell me about it. She’s been obsessed with it forever, and she never told me about it. If it’s so important to her, how could she not tell me? We’re…I thought we were closer than that. I thought we told each other everything. Now I just don’t know.”
 
   Spurred on by my admission, the steady stream of quiet tears flowed more quickly. I wiped them away with both hands.
 
   “Does it change anything?”
 
   I considered his question carefully, thinking about Zoe and everything we’d been through together over the years. “No.” My voice was wobbly, but my answer was honest. Zoe was my best friend, and I loved her…even with the stupid secret box.
 
   Jason lifted a single shoulder, not taking his eyes off me. Abruptly, something changed in his face, making the contours more evident. As he studied me, he seemed intensely intimidating. “Why were you avoiding me?”
 
   “What?”
 
   “This morning—why were you running from me?”
 
   “Um, well…I don’t think I was actually running…it was more of a quick walk. Possibly a slow jog.”
 
   Jason’s bland expression said, “And…?”
 
   Sighing, I prepared to spill my guts. “I didn’t want to hear what I thought you were going to say.”
 
   Jason was practically turning to stone before my eyes. Completely monotone, he asked, “And that would be…?”
 
   I giggled unexpectedly, feeling my pulse increase and my hands tremble. The last thing I wanted to say spewed from my mouth before I could stop it. “Did you care about Cece?” Wide-eyed, I slapped both hands over my mouth. 
 
   Until I’d blurted the question, I hadn’t realized how much his relationship with that psycho bitch had been bothering me. I’d spent a good portion of my life mooning over Jason, so I was pretty practiced at being jealous of any chick he was involved with. It was a familiar, expected feeling. But with Cece it was far more intense…like, at a murderous level.
 
   The question shattered his stony façade, and I watched the shadows of a handful of emotions flash across his face: shock – confusion – embarrassment – fury – worry –surprise – hope – curiosity.
 
   Only the massive amount of time we’d spent together over the past month—where I’d had the opportunity to analyze his every nuance—allowed me to interpret each minute change in his expression.
 
   He shook his head and looked down to study Ralph, the stuffed dog he was still holding. “She was just someone to help pass the time…a means to an end.” 
 
   To top off my mortification and flaming blush, my mouth opened of its own accord again. “And Holly…is she…?” I covered my entire face with my hands, peeking between my fingers like I was watching a horror movie.
 
   A hint of a dimple appeared on Jason’s left cheek as the corner of his mouth turned up slightly. “No. Why do you ask?”
 
   “No reason,” I squeaked. With a supreme lack of grace, I scrambled over the bed, away from Jason. I stood in front of the dresser set against the opposite wall and opened the top drawer—what Zoe called my “junk drawer”—to busy myself by searching through its contents.
 
   “Dani?” Jason’s voice was hushed, but it still made me jump. I’d been so focused on my fake rummaging that I hadn’t noticed him coming up behind me. Again. “You never answered my question. Why were you avoiding me? What did you think I was going to say to you?”
 
   I ceased my pointless searching and grasped the top edge of the open drawer. Defeated, I said, “I overheard your conversation with Chris last night—the one about ‘clearing things up.’ I thought you were talking about me and…” I paused, closing my eyes and taking a deep, unsteady breath. “I didn’t want you to, so I avoided you.”
 
   Jason placed his hands either side of mine, trapping me between him and the drawer. “Dani,” he said, his voice deep and rough. His breath caressed the back of my neck. “Turn around.”
 
   I squeezed my eyes shut and shook my head.
 
   “Turn. Around.” Though his words were demanding, his voice held the barest hint of a plea.
 
   After a few seconds of indecision, I removed my hands from their death grip on the drawer and lowered them to my sides. I slowly pivoted until my back pressed against the open drawer, and then I opened my eyes. Standing so close to me, Jason seemed even taller than usual. I forced myself to look up, up, up, and to meet his sapphire eyes. Back and forth, his eyes scoured mine.
 
   “Do you really want to do this?” he whispered.
 
   More than anything. Swallowing consciously, I nodded. 
 
   “Are you sure?”
 
   I nodded again, my eyes fixed on his. My heart was beating with such force that I was certain he could hear it.
 
   Only when my backside pressed against the dresser did I realize Jason had slid the drawer shut, forcing me backward. Parts of his jacket and jeans brushed against mine, tickling the hyperaware skin beneath. I suddenly felt overheated, like I might melt into a puddle right there on my bedroom floor. 
 
   He leaned in with deliberate slowness, bringing his burning eyes and slightly parted lips closer to mine. Even though we’d kissed only once, I craved the feel of his lips, the brush of his tongue. His eyes flicked from my mouth to my eyes and back repeatedly. Giving me time. Letting me decide. Making sure I wanted him.
 
   I did.
 
   My heart pounded, and my breaths came quickly, like the air was too thin. Is this really happening? Leaning forward, I tilted my face up and brushed my lips softly against Jason’s. The barely-there contact still sent a thrilling jolt through my body, charging the length of my nerves and circling back to collide low in my abdomen. The sensation intensified, causing a delicious ache between my thighs.
 
   Jason’s eyes darkened to a deep midnight, and he breathed deeply. His hand slid underneath my braid, grasping my neck to pull me closer as his other settled in the curve of my back and held me flush against him. The tip of his tongue slipped out and slowly wet his lips. I watched the movement, entranced.
 
   When his lips again touched mine, I was lost, completely and utterly. My hands slid up over his coat and twined behind his neck, holding him against me. I opened my mouth to him, and our tongues collided. A low purr escaped from my throat, and he answered it with a guttural growl. We kissed as though we were starving; the only thing that could satiate our hunger was more of each other.
 
   I let go of his neck for a single purpose—to unzip and remove his coat, then his holster. They landed on the floor with a soft thump, and seconds later, my own coat and holster joined his. Not once did we break our kiss. 
 
   His hands moved over my long-sleeved shirt, seeming to light my nerves on fire. They slid down my back and over my hips, eventually teasing the skin above my belt before slipping lower over my jeans. Abruptly, he gripped the backs of my thighs and lifted me up, encouraging me to wrap my legs around his hips. I did so eagerly.
 
   He carried me to the empty wall beside the dresser, pressing me against it with a grunt. I squeezed my legs and arms around him more tightly, freeing his hands to roam over my body. They seemed to be everywhere—my hips, breasts, neck—almost like he’d sprouted a few extra arms. I moaned at each new sensation, shocking myself with my brazen reactions. I was so incredibly eager for what I hoped would happen next.
 
   Jason had just shifted me from the wall to the bed and was kneeling between my legs, removing my shirt, when Jack’s panicked warning invaded my mind. “Two-legs. Many. Smell wrong. Close. Hurry!”
 
   “Jason! Stop!” I breathed, clutching his wrists before he could yank my shirt over my head. When he let go, it sat uselessly around my neck like a scarf.
 
   Chest heaving, Jason looked down at me in disbelief. I could see the question form in his eyes—had I changed my mind?
 
   To reassure him, I traded his wrists for his face and pulled him closer for a deep, though brief, kiss. “I’m sorry…we have to leave…now,” I said against his cheek. “Jack said people are coming. Crazies.”
 
   “You’ve got to be fucking kidding me!” Jason exclaimed, standing and taking a step back. I instantly missed the feel of him. He raked his eyes over the slender curves of my shirtless body one last time. “Fuck!” he repeated before resituating his clothes and quickly grabbing his holster and coat.
 
   I hastily pulled my shirt back on and rearmed myself as well. Zipping our coats and grabbing our packs, we sped down the stairs and through the kitchen. According to Jack, the Crazies were approaching the front of the house, but he and the horses were still out back. We rushed out the back door, practically leaping into our saddles, and sped off through the sparse woods beyond the garden. As we rode, I used Jack and a handful of volunteer animals to scout both ahead and behind us. The Crazies weren’t following us; they were still searching in and around the house.
 
   Our desire for safe surroundings and formidable allies drove us back to the ranch at a gallop. We were all—horses, humans, and dog—panting when we trotted into the stable. Jason jumped out of his saddle and helped me down, having noticed me sway when we slowed at the driveway. During the ride, I’d maintained a mental connection not just with Jack, but with the dozens of other scouting animals as well, and it was exacting its toll.
 
   “Are you okay?” Jason asked, setting me down facing him. His eyes searched every part of me, seeking out an ailment that couldn’t be seen.
 
   “I’m fine. Don’t worry. I just need a snack…and maybe a nap.” I stood on tiptoes and gave him a slow, promising kiss. To reassure him, I told myself.
 
   “Can you make it inside on your own?” he asked when we separated.
 
   I nodded.
 
   “Go lay down…I’ll take care of everything out here.” As I walked away, he added, “And Red?”
 
   I looked at him over my shoulder. “Yeah?”
 
   “This isn’t over,” he promised.
 
   “Good.”
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   Dani
 
    
 
    
 
   Smiling, I opened my eyes to see the fire’s gentle glow on the wall. Jason must’ve built it back up while I was asleep. Quick, heavy footsteps mingled with the soft sound of the crackling wood. It’s him, I thought excitedly. He knelt near my head and gently pulled the blankets lower. While I waited for his touch, my giddiness was almost impossible to contain.
 
   Suddenly, a rank-smelling hand was over my mouth, and hot, foul breath brushed my ear. “Pretty girl,” he said, and he most certainly wasn’t Jason. My already increased heart rate spiked. “Wanna have some fun?”
 
   A gunshot cracked from another part of the house, and the man momentarily loosened his grasp on my face. Sensing my only chance, I shifted and bit down on the meaty flesh between his thumb and index finger until blood oozed into my mouth. I gagged on its warmth, on its metallic taste.
 
   Shrieking, the man shoved me away, and I fell off the couch…but not before my fingers closed around the handgun I’d stowed between the cushion and the couch back. I’d finally learned my lesson—guns stay within arm’s reach, always. 
 
   Stumbling, I extricated myself from the blankets and stood, aiming my gun at the repulsive intruder. I spat as much of his blood from my mouth as possible, terrified by what diseases it might be carrying. Almost as alarming was the familiarity of his face—Mr. Monk—he’d been a teacher at my high school, alongside Mr. Grayson. He’d taught PE and had a well-deserved reputation as a pervert, at least among the girls. A large group of his female students had eventually gone to the principal and then to the police, and Mr. Monk had been charged with multiple counts of molestation. Last I’d heard, he was still in prison. 
 
   “Bitch!” Mr. Monk howled, clutching his bleeding hand to his chest.
 
   “You have no idea,” I growled and fired the pistol. The bullet impacted his shoulder, twisting him to the side. Without hesitation, I pulled the trigger again. The second bullet shot straight through his temple, and he collapsed to the floor, his head hitting the hardwood with a heavy, wet thunk.
 
   Lowering the gun, I spat again, spraying pink saliva in his direction, and hissed, “Asshole!” Anger was all that kept me from crying. Screaming. Puking.
 
   “Dani! Are you okay?” Jason shouted, his voice preceding his arrival. As he ran into the room, I heard more gunshots elsewhere in the house. Jack followed him in, hurrying to my feet and whining pathetically. 
 
   As Jason’s eyes landed on the crumpled heap on the floor, he froze. Cautiously, he moved closer to the dead man and stared at his hemorrhaging head. “Is that Mr. Monk?”
 
   I wiped my mouth with the back of my wrist. “Yeah. I—I killed him,” I said weakly, beginning to shake. Mr. Monk was the second man I’d killed in less than a week, and my psyche was having some not-so-minor issues avoiding the reality of my actions.
 
   I’m a killer.
 
   Jason shifted his intense, blue eyes to my face. “Did he…touch you? Did he hurt you?” When I didn’t respond, he closed the distance and grabbed me by the shoulders. “Dani!”
 
   Tearing my eyes away from the oozing mound of lumpy, bloody gore that had once been the side of Mr. Monk’s head, I whispered, “Not this time.” I just wished I could stop shaking, stop remembering.
 
   “What do you—” Jason’s mouth fall open. His eyes widened, and he searched my face for answers, his throat convulsing rhythmically. He tried twice to speak before words actually formed. “You were one of them…one of the girls he…?”
 
   I looked away, disgusted and ashamed. “Yeah. But I was a lot luckier than the others. Zo…she found me in his office before he could get his pants down. She knew I had a meeting with him about my grades.” I laughed bitterly. “Grades. What a joke. I thought I was going to suffocate with his hand over my mouth. I couldn’t fight him off. I was too weak…too small. I don’t know what she did—I could only see the wall—but one second he was there and I could barely breathe, and the next, Zo was hauling me out of his office while I cried in her arms. Mr. Monk said he’d kill us if we told.”
 
   “I didn’t know.” Jason’s voice was tight, restrained.
 
   “Nobody did…except Zo, the other girls, the principal, and the police. It was hard to keep Grams from finding out.” I shook my head. “So hard. I didn’t want to tell anyone, but Zo made me. She said his threat was empty. She said that if enough girls got together and told the truth about him, he’d go away and never hurt anyone again.” I looked at the dead man and smiled. When I spoke, my voice was cold. “Now he’s dead.”
 
   Jason pressed his fingers against my jaw and gently turned my face back to his. “Why’s your mouth bloody? Did he hit you?”
 
   “I bit him.” I snatched a water bottle off of the coffee table, took a swig, swished the water around in my mouth, and spat the mouthful into the fire. I did it three times. “I can’t get rid of the taste of his blood.”
 
   Without hesitation, Jason clamped his hands on the sides of my head and kissed me, hard, giving me something else to focus on. His touch and his taste drove the unhappy memories from my mind. He was the perfect distraction, and I could tell he was desperate to help me forget.
 
   “Fuck!” he growled, breaking contact and taking a step back. “He deserved a slower death. Fucking bastard!”
 
   When I took a step toward Jason, he held out his hand. “We’re leaving tonight. As soon as possible. Change into something warmer.” His eyes scanned my body, taking in my pajamas—cotton shorts and a tank top. “Something much warmer…and get your things together.”
 
   “What? We’re leaving? But we’re not ready! We don’t even have a saddle for Mr. Grayson,” I said without a breath’s pause.
 
   “He can use Dalton’s shit. We have to leave. They’ll come back with more.”
 
   “But Dalton—” 
 
   “He’s dead,” Jason said harshly. 
 
   “Oh.” I hadn’t been close to Dalton, but I could feel tears suddenly welling in my eyes. “Turn around,” I said unsteadily and waited until Jason obeyed to swap my pajamas for a bra, sweater, long underwear, and jeans.
 
   “What about everyone else?” I asked, zipping my jeans. I hope they’re okay…
 
   “They’re alive. What do you need to pack?” Jason was walking around the room, picking up the various possessions I’d strewn about. It was remarkable how much I’d settled in since I’d only been staying there for a little over a week.
 
   “It’s fine. I can take care of my own stuff. Go get your things together,” I told him, setting my hiking pack on the couch.
 
   Jason shook his head and handed me my journal. “I’m not leaving you alone,” he told me.
 
   “Jason, I—”
 
   “No!” Very carefully, he repeated, “I’m not leaving you alone.”
 
   For a few long seconds we stared at each other, chests rising and falling heavily. It felt like a magnetic force connected our eyes, preventing us from looking away. Finally, I cleared my throat and nodded.
 
   Together, Jason and I packed all of my belongings and then his before heading out to the stable. As the first to arrive, we began saddling eight of the horses for riding and the rest as pack animals. We currently had fifteen horses, including the handful we’d gathered into our herd over the last few days from nearby farms and ranches. We fit the goats with dog collars and leashes, unwilling to leave them behind—the protein from their milk would be an invaluable nutrient once scavenging for food became less reliable. As the others arrived, we added their backpacks to ours on the riderless horses. It was a hurried, late night job that would require a lot of rearranging in the morning, especially considering all of the supplies and equipment we still needed to gather as we traveled.
 
   Once everyone was packed and had mounted their horses, we assembled in a misshapen circle in the driveway. Nudging his mount forward, the same chestnut brown Thoroughbred he’d ridden earlier that day, Jason addressed the group. “We’ve lost Dalton. He fought until the end, giving us the warning we needed to survive the attack. We all owe him our lives.”
 
   Everyone but Holly nodded gravely. She just stared ahead with empty eyes. They’d been close friends, she and Dalton.
 
   “When we have a night to rest, we’ll honor his memory.” Jason paused, meeting the eyes of each individual. “We’re heading east. It’ll be hard, but you all know that. Some of us have new, unique skills—Abilities.” He looked at Chris, Ky, Ben, and finally, me. “And others may be able to do things we’ve yet to discover. We have to use every advantage. Ky will lead us, paying attention to the feel of the path ahead, and Dani will be in constant communication with the animals around us. If either of them says stop, you stop. If they say get down, you get the fuck down. Understood?”
 
   Everyone murmured or nodded their assent.
 
   “Alright, we’re pairing up for the duration of the journey. Anytime you leave the immediate vicinity of the group, you will let your partner know, or better yet, bring them with you.” He studied each of us, then said, “Let’s go with Hunter and Holly, Ben and Ky, Daniel and Chris, and Dani, you’re with me.” 
 
   It took me a moment to remember that Daniel was Mr. Grayson’s first name. 
 
   “Any last questions before we head out?” When everyone shook their heads, Jason said, “Today’ll be long, so save your strength whenever possible. Ky, lead on.”
 
    
 
   ~~~~~
 
    
 
   “You feel different,” Ky said, sitting in the chair opposite me. I’d settled in what had been a private dining room, soothed by its rich brown wood, creamy walls, and burgundy carpet. Jason had left me alone in the isolated room to write in my journal while he washed up.
 
   Apparently modeled after a French chateau, the winery was filled with ivory marble floors, rich mahogany furniture, and crystal light fixtures. The main tasting room—a vast chamber with a two-story-high ceiling and ornately carved tables of various sizes—had become our “camp” for the night. Nobody seemed overly interested in privacy after what happened the previous night, instead opting to share one big room.
 
   I eyed Ky. “Um…thanks?”
 
   He grinned. “Anytime. But really…you feel like a bomb that’s been diffused. Before, you just felt like a bomb.”
 
   “Okay…why are you ‘feeling’ me exactly?”
 
   Leaning forward, Ky rested his elbows on the table. “Jason’s orders. Everyone gets checked out by Chris and me. Making sure nobody’s losing it.”
 
   “I’m not losing it.”
 
   “So you say.” Ky cocked his head to the side like he was trying to hear the words of a barely audible song. “Huh…that’s interesting.”
 
   “What?” Knowing he was listening to what could best be described as my emotional volatility was starting to creep me out.
 
   “Nothing really—it’s just that Jason felt similar,” he said, letting his eyes refocus on me. They held a mischievous glint.
 
   “Ky…,” I warned.
 
   His mouth tensed as he tried not to smile. “It’s about time!”
 
   “We are so not talking about this!” I scooted my chair backward, planning to flee. My sex life was not about to become a topic of public conversation.
 
   “Do us all a favor and get it over with.”
 
   Before I could stand, hands were on my shoulders, holding me firmly in place. “Get what over with?” Chris asked from directly behind me, and I groaned.
 
   Ky said nothing; instead, his grin widened.
 
   “Oh, got it…seriously!” Chris agreed. Out of nowhere, she asked, “Have your nightmares stopped?”
 
   Her question threw me off balance, and I’d already been teetering between furious blushes and outrage. “Uh, yeah. A few nights ago.”
 
   “Good. There’s a bit of a difference here…and here,” she said softly. I sensed a ghostly nudge inside my head with each “here”. It was the first time I’d actually felt her Ability at work, though I knew she’d had a huge part in helping me deal with losing Cam.
 
   “Do you mind!” I yelped. I grasped my head and shook it wildly in a futile attempt to block her meddling.
 
   “Oh, sorry, hon. Didn’t know you could feel that.” At least she had the decency to sound slightly embarrassed. “Though I wonder what this part does; it’s sort of pulsing…hmmm…”
 
   Along with another nudge in my mind, my body instantly heated and blood collected in several specific areas. “Chris!” I squealed, horrified.
 
   Laughing raucously, she let go of my shoulders. “I thought it might be that. You should probably go find someone to help take care of your new problem.”
 
   “That wasn’t even a little bit okay!” I huffed, stalking from the room.
 
   I seriously considered ambushing Jason and getting it over with, but even in my unnaturally aroused state, I was just too exhausted. I’d spent the entire fourteen-hour journey mind-hopping from animal to animal, scouting out potential dangers. We’d avoided three small bands of Crazies using the critters’ information. At the moment, I just wanted to wash up and fall asleep.
 
   Only Holly and Mr. Grayson, both hunched over a map at talking in hushed tones, were in the enormous tasting room when I walked in. I gathered some clean underwear, socks, sweatpants, and a t-shirt from my pack, along with my toothbrush and toothpaste, and wandered across marble entryway to the ladies’ restroom. I could hear water running in the men’s room next door and figured Jason was still in there.
 
   In the bathroom, I took the closest possible thing to a shower using only the sink, hand soap, and about a thousand paper towels. When I was satisfactorily clean and wearing sweats and a t-shirt, I emerged from the bathroom. Jason, lounging against the wall beside the door, reached out to snag my arm.
 
   Pulling me to him, he lowered his lips to mine for a deep, slow kiss. As his fingers journeyed beneath my t-shirt to tease the freshly cleaned skin at my hips, I sighed and broke our kiss, resting my head against his chest. He smelled like soap, and underneath that, like Jason. 
 
   He smoothed down my shirt’s hem and wrapped his arms around me, making me feel like nothing could hurt me. “You’re tired.”
 
   I nodded against him. “Understatement of the century.”
 
   Jason chuckled. “Come on, I have a surprise for you.”
 
   “A surprise?” I asked, eagerly peering up at him. My sudden anticipation fizzled as I looked into his glittering eyes, and just for a moment, saw Zoe staring back at me. They were so different in so many ways, but their irises—a mixture of blue, teal, and green, like shallow water in the tropics—were nearly identical.
 
   “What’s wrong?” Jason asked, seeing my grin wither.
 
   “Nothing new—just worrying about Zo. What if she can’t get to Colorado? What if we can’t find her? What if she’s hurt or…or worse?”
 
   Pinching one of my damp curls, Jason held out the vibrant auburn spiral. “I love your hair. Always have. It’s bright, like you.” Though his words were flattering, I had no idea where he was going with them. “You and my sister—you balance each other out. She’s serious and pessimistic. But you…you see the glass half full. Use that. She’s strong. She’s fine; she has to be. Okay?”
 
   I closed my eyes and nodded, holding back the worried tears threatening to spill down my cheeks. Zoe’s strong. She’s okay…she has to be.
 
   With our fingers intertwined, we headed back into the tasting room, to a corner where tables were arranged oddly on their sides. Combined with the walls, they created an isolated, tent-sized alcove with a narrow opening near one wall.
 
   “Jason!” I exclaimed, laughing. “You built a fort!”
 
   He watched me timidly, possibly a first for him. “I thought we could sleep here…together,” he said softly, and all his shyness disappeared. “I don’t want to share you, not with anyone. Not in any way.” Oh. Wow.
 
   It was my turn to play bashful as I took in the two sleeping bags laid out side-by-side within the makeshift walls. “Can they be, you know, joined?” I asked, gazing up at him through my lashes.
 
   A slow smile spread across his face. “They already are.”
 
   Looking closer, I could see that the sleeping bags weren’t just next to each other, but were zipped together. Narrowing my eyes, I said, “A little presumptuous, don’t you think?”
 
   Jason’s smile widened into a wicked grin, and he led me by the hand into our little haven. Watching me closely, he slipped into the forest green sleeping bags. I followed, and once we were both lying down, he wrapped his arm around my waist and pulled me closer against him.
 
   “I want you, and I will have you,” he whispered as his fingers trailed up and down my arm, giving me goose bumps. “Is that presumptuous?”
 
   I shook my head, smiling against his faded blue t-shirt. 
 
   And I will have you. It was my last thought before falling asleep.
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   Zoe
 
    
 
    
 
   It was practically a miracle that we arrived at Sarah’s without a hitch. While the rest of us waited down the road under the skeletal branches of an Elm tree, Sanchez and Harper did a sweep of the house and grounds. Standing beside the van, Biggs and I gawked at the picture-perfect plantation home before us. It was ivory with black shutters, and a porch that wrapped around both the first and second stories. Due to its grandeur, I half expected to see Rhett Butler walk out between the Ionic columns and greet us in the circular drive. 
 
   “Holy shit,” I breathed, feeling completely inadequate in jeans and a Fort Knox sweatshirt.
 
   “I know, right?” Sarah said as she strolled up behind Biggs and me. Crossing her arms, she stood in the space between us. 
 
   “I didn’t know there were plantations in Missouri,” I said.
 
   “Well…,” Sarah said, drawing out the word. “It’s not exactly old, per se, but it is original. Daddy designed it and had it built for my mom for their tenth anniversary.”
 
   My eyebrows shot up with surprise. “Wow, that’s a…nice gift.”
 
   Biggs whistled, and out of the corner of my eye, I saw him shake his head. “I know you said your parents were well-off, but I didn’t realize you meant capital R-I-C-H.” 
 
   “Same thing.” Sarah shrugged, and I could tell she was starting to get self-conscious. “Good for us, right? We probably have everything we need in this place.” 
 
   Sanchez and Harper finally exited through the front door, giving us a thumbs-up—the house was empty of both Crazies and rotting corpses, and we could proceed inside.
 
   Biggs and Sarah moved Dave’s truck up to the house while I followed in the van. As I drove through the gate and up the extended driveway, I had a better view of the grounds. They were sprawling, with hundreds of live oaks spreading over the hills beyond the house. It was obvious that the lawn and flower beds had once been perfectly manicured, but they had been neglected for weeks—the plants were withered, and the grass was overgrown.
 
   After unloading the vehicles, we made our way through the giant, black double doors and into the house. The foyer was bright and expansive, like Jay’s house in The Great Gatsby. Tiles of ivory marble with gray and black swirls stretched to pristine white walls, where hand-painted, smoke-gray vines twisted ornately above white wainscoting. Long, black runners climbed mahogany staircases that were flanked by intricate, wrought iron banisters—the twin staircases gently wound up opposite walls to meet at a landing directly above the main hall. Pastoral paintings of rolling hills and golden plains hung on the walls leading to the second floor, and there were wilted palms on either side of the bottom steps. I could see a grand piano beside a fireplace in a sitting room to the right, and black leather couches and a wall of old-looking books—all different colors and sizes—in the room to the left. At least four mahogany doors were visible upstairs, presumably leading to bedrooms.
 
   Although the house was practically a piece of art itself, it was the paintings that held my attention. I took a step toward the nearest piece, barely able to contain my excitement. The landscape resembled Thomas Cole’s, The Fountain of Vaucluse, with its jutting mountain tops and a winding river that raged through a canyon, but something was different—the clouds seemed unfinished, and there was too little shading. 
 
   “Oh my God,” I whispered, my mouth gaping. It’s an earlier version…it’s an original Thomas Cole.
 
   “What’s wrong Baby Girl?” Harper asked absently as he carried some of the medical equipment for Jake into the library.
 
   “Nothing,” I said, knowing Harper wouldn’t share my astonishment. I peeled my eyes away from the painting and approached him, promising myself I would examine all of the artwork later. “What can I do to help?”
 
   Harper reassured me he didn’t need any help, so wanting to keep my mind off Jake’s recovery as much as possible, I busied myself with listless tasks.
 
   After taking inventory of the food in the kitchen and the enormous pantries, I added our reserves to the count. I checked one of the bathrooms for running water and found that the plumbing, like the electricity, wasn’t working. I hoped we’d remedy that once Biggs hooked up our generator to the well pump like he planned. I noticed little things, like the thick layer of dust that covered the shelves and furniture, and the stale smell in the air, leading me to believe the place hadn’t been inhabited for months. Where are you, Mr. and Mrs. Thompson?
 
   As I rummaged through various cupboards and drawers throughout the first floor, I heard Sarah’s voice coming from the room with the piano. Following the sound, I called ahead, “Sarah, do you have candles? Where…” I trailed off as I realized she was bickering with Biggs.
 
   “No one’s gonna get us,” Sarah said in exasperation as they entered the foyer. “The place hasn’t been ransacked or anything. Clearly no one knows this house is even here.”
 
   “This is a city, Sarah, foothills or not. There are Crazies around, I guarantee it. Do you want to take a chance that Clara followed us somehow and will try to kill us in our sleep?” Biggs asked, sounding genuinely concerned.
 
   Sarah blanched. “No need to be so severe, Babe.”
 
   “Yeah, well, I’m not assuming anything anymore. I’m teaching you how to use a gun too. You see that psycho bitch, you shoot her until you know she’s dead,” he ordered and walked away. 
 
   Sarah caught my eye. “He’s losing his mind,” she mouthed. I smiled as she walked closer and grabbed my bag. “Come on, I picked out a special room for you,” she said. “Since we don’t know how long we’ll be here, you’ll need your own space. Trust me. This house brings out the crazy in people.” She looked back at me with an apologetic smile before leading me up the left staircase. 
 
   I followed her to one of the doors visible from the bottom floor and stopped short as she looked over her shoulder, her face suddenly aglow with excitement. “This was actually my favorite room growing up,” she said, dropping my bag and opening the door to peek inside. She hesitated like she was expecting someone to jump out. Noticing my confusion, she smiled. “I can’t stop thinking about Clara now. Sorry.” She flung the door open, and I dragged my duffel bag and backpack into the room.
 
   Compared to any bedroom I’d ever lived in, it was humungous and fit for an aristocrat. A huge, four-post bed was backed against the left wall, an antique writing desk was situated in the far right corner, and a plush, camel-colored fainting couch sat in front of drawn, brocade drapes. 
 
   “Why do you like this room so much?” I asked. “It’s amazing, but what about your bedroom?” 
 
   “Yeah, well, I was grounded a lot, so I got tired of my room.” She waved the idea away and grabbed a handful of the drapes. As she yanked them open, I was awed by what she revealed.
 
   “The best view in all of St. Louis…at least I think so.” She gestured to the giant picture window overlooking what I thought was a pond at first, but from my vantage point, I could see was actually a silvery lake extending between the hills. “My own little paradise growing up,” she explained.
 
   “It’s beautiful.” The sun was sinking into the horizon—a golden sphere seeming to set the withered forest ablaze.
 
   “Yeah, I know. I used to whine all the time about wanting this to be my room, but Mom said she spent too much money decorating mine to give in.”
 
   “Decorating?” I pictured pink and purple princess wallpaper and ballerina figurines cluttering her shelves. “Decorating how, exactly?”
 
   Sarah smiled at me and shrieked with glee. “Come see!” she said, running out of the room and down the hall.
 
   “Wow, that’s enthusiasm,” I muttered. I dashed after her, laughing as I tried to keep up and fearing I’d get lost if I didn’t. 
 
   Pausing outside a door, Sarah turned to me. Her face was serious, and her finger poked my breastbone. “You have to promise you won’t judge me, Zoe. I went through a princess…fairy…phase…thing and my mom never let me live it down.”
 
   I tried to control the smile threatening to spread across my face as I promised, “Scout’s honor.” I was barely able to contain my anticipation.
 
   “Alright,” she said and threw open the door, revealing her fairy forest hideaway.
 
   A mural covered the walls—mossy tree trunks reached from floor to ceiling, ferns sprouting at their bases and leafy branches stretching overhead. The canopy bed was pink and white with feathers hanging from the bed posts. Pixie clothes made from feathers, twigs, and flower petals hung between the trees on the walls, and a round mirror framed with metal twigs took residence by the desk. Silk ivy weaved around the doors and windows, and the closet was like another world—a layer of tulle separated it from the living space, and I could only imagine what I might find inside.
 
   “Wow,” was all I could think to say.
 
   Sarah turned to me slowly, barely able to contain her building gaiety. “I know!” she squealed. Grabbing my hands, she started jumping up and down, screeching and giggling. I couldn’t help but join her.
 
   “Why are we so excited?” I asked breathlessly as we hopped in place. 
 
   After a moment, Sarah dragged me over to the bed and pulled me up onto it. “Come on, Zoe, you know you want to,” she said. 
 
   I rolled my eyes, unsure why I was indulging her, but I couldn’t resist. We bounced up and down, squealing like twelve-year-olds. When we finally fell back on the mattress, winded and elated, it felt like we were best friends who’d just been asked to the prom by the cutest boys in school.
 
   Our ridiculousness made me think of Dani, and I wished she was with me. She would’ve praised me for letting go and then chided me for not doing so more frequently. I wondered how she was doing. I wanted to tell her about Jake and Clara, about Dave…but I had no way to contact her; I didn’t even have a way to find out if she was still alive.
 
   “Well,” Sarah said, sitting up on her knees and straightening her bubblegum pink Fort Knox t-shirt. “I know it’s moronic, but thanks for humoring me in a frolic. It’s sort of nice to be home, even if it’s under such shitty circumstances.”
 
   The clearing of a throat startled us, and we both looked at the doorway. Biggs walked in, an exaggerated expression of horror on his face. “Are you expecting me to sleep in this room?” he asked fearfully.
 
   Sarah grinned. “Yep.”
 
   “Right. I figured as much.” Biggs plastered a counterfeit smile on his face as he looked at me with a “please kill me now” expression. “Harper asked about you, Zoe. I think Jake might be—”
 
   Before Biggs could finish, I was up and out of the room. I ran down the hall and stairs, careful not to stumble down the staircase, and flung myself into the library.
 
   “Is he awake?” I panted, hurrying over to the bed situated in the corner between two walls of books. Jake lay there, still bandaged and motionless.
 
   Harper eyed me curiously, appraising my appearance. “What were you doing?”
 
   “Nothing,” I said, smoothing my clothes self-consciously. “Why?”
 
   “Your hair is all crazy and…stuff.”
 
   “Oh, whatever, H. Did he wake up?” I looked back at Jake’s body. It doesn’t look like he’s moved at all.
 
   “He was moaning a minute ago, but he hasn’t moved at all. I upped his morphine dose;  I need you to tell me if he needs more.”
 
   “Is moaning bad or good?” I asked, walking around the bed. I placed my hand on Jake’s bandaged arm, opening my mind to him and waiting for one of his brief moments of semi-consciousness.
 
   “I think it’s a good thing, Baby Girl.”
 
   Jake’s mind roused momentarily. I could feel his confusion and fear, but his panic and misery were almost nonexistent.
 
   “He’s okay for now,” I reassured Harper. “I think you need to take a breather, though. I’ll stay with him. It’ll make me feel better anyway.”
 
   Harper nodded, but before leaving, he winked. “Fix your locks, Croft. I don’t want you scaring him back into unconsciousness if he wakes up.”
 
   Rolling my eyes, I snatched a throw pillow off the nearest couch and tossed it at Harper just as the door closed behind him. Finding a mirror in the library wasn’t difficult—they were everywhere throughout the house, making all the rooms appear larger than they already were. I studied my reflection in the one hanging on the wall behind the couch and snorted. Horrendous.
 
   Pulling my hair out of its braid, I combed my fingers through it before gathering it into a ponytail. I could see the muscles on my arms flex as my hands worked and was pleasantly surprised to know my training was paying off. I wasn’t a badass by a longshot, but I was different, stronger, better—what I needed to be if I would continue to survive.
 
   I remembered the Zoe who’d worked at the art gallery—the prim and proper, reserved professional who’d sold artwork, curated shows, and struggled as a starving artist. She would shake hands and smile demurely when all she wanted was to tell clients they had horrible taste in art.
 
   And then I remembered the Zoe who’d worked at Earl’s. The flirty, cocky, mysterious woman who would bat her eyelashes if it meant she would get a better tip or skimp on putting alcohol in a drink if a customer was being an asshole.
 
   What Zoe am I now? Shaking the inconsequential question from my mind, I searched the shelves of books lining the walls. I studied the bindings, looking for stories that seemed interesting enough to read to Jake.
 
   How They Work: A guide to mechanical engines…Boring.
 
   The Ultimate Man’s Survival Guide: Recovering the Lost Art of Manhood…I’ll snag that one for later.
 
   Julius Caesar…Too difficult.
 
   Sense and Sensibility…Jake would kill me.
 
   Journey to the Center of the Earth…Hmmm…
 
   That’s when I found it—Alexander Dumas’s The Count of Monte Cristo, broken into two volumes, stood beside its classical companions. Removing the first volume from its resting place among other aged texts, I inspected its worn, navy-blue binding before opening its cover. I gently fingered the brittle, age-stained pages to find the date I was looking for—1846. Why am I not surprised they have a first edition?
 
   I pushed an oversized leather armchair to Jake’s bedside, settled in, and began reading aloud. The antique pages turned quickly, and the more I read, the more engrossed I became with Edmond’s story. 
 
   Before I knew it, days had passed, and I’d read the entire book nearly three times. Every time Edmond escaped from Chateau d’If and reclaimed his freedom, I hoped Jake would break free from the mental purgatory his injuries had trapped him within. When he woke, would he tell me my translations of the French names had improved or that my commentary was rubbish? He would probably tell me I was horrible at reading aloud since I didn’t change my intonation for the different characters. But I continued reading anyway.
 
   When my voice grew hoarse from overuse, I sketched, trying to capture the sunsets that reached above the lake each day, and when I grew frustrated with drawing, I talked to Jake. I told him how strange it was sleeping in such a large house and that I felt like Scarlet O’Hara in Gone With the Wind as I made my grand entrance down the staircase every morning. Except, instead of a hoop-skirted gown, I wore sweats or jeans. I told him that he didn’t have to make Cooper sleep outside my door anymore because the dog slept with me every night and followed me everywhere I went anyway.
 
   Some nights, I drank too much and blubbered on about my dreams and my family. I told Jake about Dani and how she was the only person who’d ever cared enough to look out for me. I explained that she was more than a friend, more than a sister…that she was part of me. “That’s why I have to get to her,” I told him, desperately wanting him to understand.
 
   As the days passed and I ran out of activities to keep my mind occupied, panic resurfaced. On our fourth day at Sarah’s house, Harper decided to check the burns beneath Jake’s bandages. “I should’ve done it sooner, but I didn’t want to disturb any healing.” He sighed. “There was no bleed-through…I’m hoping that’s a good sign.” 
 
   Mindfully, Sanchez and I helped Harper snip the gauze at Jake’s fingers. We started gently peeling it away from his skin, so Harper could clean Jake’s wounds.
 
   My eyes became glassy as we freed his perfect thumb from its stained sheath of bandages. I carefully continued uncovering Jake’s entire hand, trying to control my anticipation, and moved up his sculpted arm. I exhaled with relief. It was working; his body was regenerating. He appeared flawless…but he still wasn’t awake.
 
   Unable to resist, I slid the backs of my fingers down his forearm to his cupped hand, letting them rest on his palm. Heat flooded my neck and cheeks, and I wasn’t sure if I was blushing out of excitement from feeling his skin against mine, or because I was embarrassed about caressing him while he was unconscious…in front of Harper and Sanchez. I looked up to find them both watching me closely.
 
   “Uh, Zoe, let’s give Harper some, uh…privacy to work,” Sanchez said, escorting me out of the room. She passed me off to Sarah.
 
   Stunned by Jake’s recovery, I let Sarah lead me down the hall. I was vaguely aware that we’d left the house and were heading down the path to the lake; all I could think about was Jake.
 
   We walked to the end of the dock and sat down across from one another, each leaning our back against a piling.
 
   “So, this is good, right?” Sarah said, apparently baffled by my quietness. She pulled her hood up over her head and readjusted her bug-like sunglasses.
 
   “Yeah,” I agreed, still shocked that Jake’s body was healing so well. “He’s gonna be okay,” I told her, and for the first time, I actually believed it.
 
   “Yep,” she said, a smug look on her face. “Shall we celebrate?” With a naughty grin, she pulled something out of her sweatshirt pocket—a black flask with a marijuana leaf etched on it.
 
   Laughter exploded from me. “How can I say no to that?”
 
   A toothy grin spread across Sarah’s face. “You can’t. That’s the point.” Unscrewing the top, she took a swig of its liquid contents, made a sour face, and passed the flask to me with a wink. “Aged to perfection.”
 
   Taking a drink, I cringed as what tasted like rum burned going down, warming my empty stomach. “Where did you get this thing?” I asked, holding up the flask.
 
   Leaning back on the dock, Sarah ignored a heavy breeze and basked in the rays of the sun. She looked like a movie star—elegant, confident, and comfortable. “I bought it when I was in high school…to freak out my mom.”
 
   Laughing, we told each other stories about how we terrorized our parents until the flask was empty. When it was too cold to resist the warmth indoors, we headed back into the house, feeling buoyant as the liquor coursed through our veins. We had a few more shots before Sarah disappeared with Biggs in tow.
 
   The night passed in a blur, and when everyone went to bed, I found myself sitting at Jake’s bedside. He was sleeping soundly, completely free of bandages. Utterly fascinated, I studied every exposed inch of him.
 
   In the candle’s flickering light, stubble barely obscured the clean lines of his jaw. I had to sit on my hands to keep from reaching out and running my fingers over the soft curves of his slightly parted lips. His hair had grown back, short and silky, and occasionally his brown lashes fluttered. The rhythmic rise and fall of his chest was mesmerizing. He just looks like he’s sleeping…
 
   Eventually, I lost myself in “what-ifs” and “I wonders,” and began to doze. I dreamt of seagulls flying above me, screeching through damp sea air. I dreamt of wet sand beneath my feet, molding to the shape of my toes, and the briny smell of the wind as it whipped my hair around my face and stung my eyes.
 
   But my dreams were interrupted by a muffled sound, and my consciousness stirred. A throaty rumble soothed me as I drifted in a state of partial awareness. I felt like I was floating, and a sudden blanket of warmth lulled me back into restful sleep.
 
    
 
   ~~~~~
 
    
 
   The next morning, the click-clack-click of Cooper pacing on the hardwood floor woke me. It took me only a moment to realize I wasn’t in the chair, but was instead nestled in a bed. As I took a deep breath, the smell of rubbing alcohol filled my nose.
 
   My hair was splayed over my face, partially blocking my view of the room, and I felt the pressure of a warm body behind me and quiet breathing tickling my ear. My heart fluttered as I realized where I was. Slowly brushing my hair out of my face, I was astonished to find Jake’s arm wrapped around me. How the…
 
   “Zoe, what are you doing?” Sanchez said disapprovingly in my mind. I raised my head to find her standing in the doorway to the foyer, her face a mixture of both horror and skepticism.
 
   Carefully removing the covers, I snuck out of Jake’s bed. I tiptoed out of the room, trying not to wake him, and gently closed the door behind me.
 
   “I don’t know what happened,” I said, shrugging defensively. Did I climb into his bed? I hadn’t drank that much…had I?
 
   “Biggs is making breakfast. Be back down here in ten.” Sanchez’s voice followed me as I headed up the staircase to brush my teeth and change clothes. 
 
   “Yes, Mother,” I muttered. I felt like I was seventeen again and had just been grounded for sneaking a boy in through my bedroom window.
 
    As I opened the door, I wished I had time to sneak under the bed’s plush down comforter for a quick nap. My mind was still fuzzy from sleep…or maybe from the shots I’d taken with Sarah after we’d returned to the house. Unfortunately, Sanchez’s disapproving expression had promised she would retrieve me if I took too long.
 
   After combing out my tangled hair, I brushed my teeth and washed my face, trying to quantify how much I’d drank. Pulling on a clean, purple V-neck and a fresh pair of jeans, I stepped back to appraise myself in the standing, full-length mirror beside the desk. At least I don’t look hungover. I shrugged and headed for the door. As I turned the curved, bronze door handle, I heard my name echo in the grand entryway.
 
   “Zoe!” Harper yelled again, and I flung open the door.
 
   “I know, I know, I’m coming. Jesus. You’ve eaten without me before.” I hurried to the nearest stairway. Halfway down the stairs, I froze. Jake, wearing a white t-shirt and plaid pajama pants, stood in the foyer. Everyone else was crowded around him, but he was staring at me.
 
   Sarah gestured back toward the library. “You should sit down, Jake.” 
 
   “I’d rather stand.”
 
   “I need to ask you some questions—make sure you’re alright,” Harper said.
 
   I could barely hear their demands over my thudding heartbeat. Seeing Jake out of bed, I felt weightless, and the constant worry that had been taunting me all week fizzled away.
 
   “Morning,” Jake said, his voice rough. He stood near the doorway to the library with attentive eyes, waiting for a response, but I could only stare at him in astonishment.
 
   After a few rapid heartbeats, I finally whispered, “Morning.” My voice was trapped in between excessive excitement and disbelief.
 
   “You were gone when I woke up,” he said coolly, but a wry grin followed. It melted every part of me, weakening my knees until I almost fell down the stairs. I barely noticed Sarah and Harper whispering something to the right of Jake, or Sanchez watching us from his left. I couldn’t look away from Jake’s all-consuming eyes. 
 
   “You read Dumas,” he added in my silence, and I instantly knew he’d heard everything—what I’d told him about my family and Dani, about Clara, and about how infuriated I was with him for running back into the fire.
 
   Nodding dumbly, I felt my chin quiver and a tear streak down my cheek. Another followed, and before I could stop myself, I was running down the stairs. Running to him. I leapt into his arms, and wrapped my limbs around him, squeezing desperately. I was afraid he would disappear.
 
   “You’re awake,” was all I could think to say as he held me snugly against him. His chest moved with mine, and I clutched his sleeves in my hands—he was real, and being wrapped in his arms was even more comforting than I’d imagined it would be. 
 
   “Thank you,” he said quietly, his lips brushing my ear.
 
   “I can’t believe you heard me,” I choked. “I can’t believe you’re awake.” I suddenly realized I’d launched myself at a man who’d nearly died only days before. I leaned away from him and searched his face. “Am I hurting you?”
 
   He shook his head.
 
   I wiped the tears from my cheeks with one hand. Of course I’d fall apart in front of him…again. “I was doing so good,” I whimpered.
 
   Jake chuckled and looked deep into my eyes, searching for something. “You were in my dreams.”
 
   “Was I blubbering like an idiot?” I asked sarcastically. Suddenly conscious of the scene I was making, I unwrapped my legs and lowered my feet to the cold marble floor.
 
   “Come on, Jake,” Harper called from the library. “Let’s check your vitals.” But Jake said nothing, his gaze holding mine as he backed away, one step at a time.
 
   “Come on, Sleeping Beauty,” Harper said, ushering Jake into the room.
 
   Before turning away, Jake smiled at me. “Alright, Doc.”
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   Dani
 
    
 
    
 
   Chris sat on a boulder a few feet away, the weak rays of the fading winter sun turning her blonde hair an ethereal silver-gold as she studied me. Behind her, the surface of an expansive lake reflected the pines and snow-capped mountains surrounding it, looking like Monet’s version of the breathtaking alpine scenery. Chris and I were sitting near the lakeshore, several hundred feet from the tents in their dense shield of trees.
 
   “There has to be a way. You can’t keep going like this,” Chris said.
 
   “I’m fine.” I waved her worry away and shifted on my own little boulder—my butt wasn’t enjoying the cold stone, especially not after another day spent in the saddle. 
 
   She snorted. “Yeah…you’re so fine that you almost slid right off your horse.”
 
   I shrugged. I’d been maintaining a connection with the animals around us for the past four days, ever since we left Bodega Bay. It was necessary, but it also came at a high price, leaving me completely exhausted…except at night. Once we stopped each evening, I would find several dozen nocturnal animals and ask them to keep an eye out for other “two-legs.” Even though I kept the connection with them open while I slept—using my Ability throughout the night—I tended to feel a little better when I woke each morning. I should have been more worn out…it just didn’t make sense. On the other hand, the unusual dreams about stalking deer through deep woods and soaring over snowy peaks made perfect sense—the animals’ thoughts were bleeding into my subconscious and influencing my dreams.
 
   Chris pursed her lips for a minute before speaking. “Maybe it’s like a passive and active thing. Like you’re trying harder when you’re awake. Can’t you just turn it down or something, so it’s not as tiring?”
 
   “I don’t think so…it’s more of an on-and-off thing. I’m either connected to a mind, or I’m not.”
 
   Frustrated, Chris huffed. “Well you’re always connected to Jack, right?”
 
   “Yep.”
 
   “But that doesn’t wear you out, right?”
 
   I shook my head. “Doesn’t seem to.”
 
   “So it’s also a numbers game. The more minds you’re connected to, the more energy you expend.”
 
   Nodding, I gave a tight-lipped smile. “And people’s minds are harder, like they’re trying to kick me out.”
 
   “But why are you less tired in the morning? You said you’re still doing it at night,” Chris said, thinking out loud. We’d already been over it, multiple times. Narrowing her eyes, she asked, “How do you find them? The minds, I mean.”
 
   “I don’t know…at first it was like casting out a net and seeing what I caught. But the past few days I’ve sort of been able to see them in my head.”
 
   She leaned forward, intent. “Like radar?”
 
   I thought about it briefly, picturing a black screen with sonorous beeps bringing green shapes intermittently to life. “I think…maybe?”
 
   “So right now, can you tell me where the nearest living mammal is, besides me?” Her eyes were bright, excited.
 
   It took only a moment of focus. “Down there,” I said, pointing to the ground beneath us. “It’s a group of something small. They’re hibernating, I think.”
 
   “If you do whatever you just did, how long can you just ‘observe’ without actually connecting?”
 
   “I’m not sure. Want me to try right now?” I asked, and Chris nodded.
 
   Exactly as I’d done with the small, furry family beneath us, I focused on the part of my brain that let me hold conversations in others’ minds. It was like removing headphones to hear what somebody was saying. I closed my eyes, blocking out distracting visual stimuli, and a world of living minds blossomed around me.
 
   Every other time I’d entered the “observation” state, I’d been looking so intently for specific individuals that I’d missed the wonder of the collective. It was breathtakingly beautiful, like an orchestra of stars pulsing together in harmony, playing the song of life. I lost myself in their melody. It was balanced and perfect and random and…right. When one throbbing mind extinguished, another appeared elsewhere. Death and life—the natural order of things.
 
   Like the mythical Sirens, each mind hummed, luring me in. I wanted to take the next step, to bridge the chasm separating us. I wanted to connect.
 
   “Dani?” Chris asked softly, pulling me back from the precipice.
 
   “Hmmm?” The sound was wistful. As I opened my eyes I felt rejuvenated, like I’d spent the day at a spa instead of on horseback.
 
   “How’d it feel?”
 
   I smiled. “Great. Gets dark fast here, huh?” It had been late afternoon when I’d closed my eyes, but twilight had fallen.
 
   Without taking her eyes from me, Chris rubbed her hand over her mouth before resting her chin on her fist. Sitting on a rock, with an elbow on her knee, she could easily have been posing for the female version of Rodin’s The Thinker.
 
   “Your eyes have been closed for almost an hour,” she told me slowly, letting the words sink in.
 
   Shocked, I stared at her.
 
   “And you don’t feel more tired?” she asked.
 
   I shook my head. I felt awesome—completely alive, like the mental immersion had pumped me full of endorphins.
 
   “Can you tell the difference between people and animals when you’re, you know…in observation mode?”
 
   I nodded.
 
   “What’s your range?” she asked. At my confused look, she amended her question. “How far can you ‘see’?”
 
   “I…,” I began but had to clear my throat. “I don’t know. I could feel everyone in the camp, but that’s not that far.”
 
   “Hmmm…,” she said, pulling a map out from the pack she’d set down beside her rock. “According to your ‘scouts’, the last group of people we passed was in that little town about five miles back. Can you try to reach that far?”
 
   I nodded again and reentered the state of concentration. Reaching out, I expanded the diameter of my awareness, each new life increasing the lure of the Siren song. Suddenly, a cluster of armored, human minds appeared, and I gasped.
 
   Gritting my teeth, I said, “I…feel…them.”
 
   “Go further,” Chris’s distant voice instructed. I pushed on.
 
   The further I stretched my awareness, the more clumps of humans appeared. It wasn’t tiring exactly, just difficult to resist completing the connections. I was about to pull back—overwhelmed by the millions of living creatures pulsing around me—when I noticed it. It was like the glow of city lights in the dead of night, barely visible over a hillcrest. It drew me in, and again, I pushed on.
 
   As a throng of human minds appeared, the sliver of a gap between my mind and all others threatened to vanish. I was so painfully close to connecting to all of them, thousands of human minds. If I did, I was certain it would permanently fry my brain, but I didn’t seem to be strong enough to resist their magnetic pull.
 
   “No…no…too close…too many…,” I repeated over and over. I was vaguely aware that I’d begun rocking back and forth on my boulder and had buried my face in my gloved hands.
 
   Suddenly, I was no longer moving, and my mumbling stopped. I could barely think through the need to close that final infinitesimal distance separating my mind from all of the others. Someone was pulling on my wrists, trying  to remove my hands from my face.
 
   “Dani, look at me!” Jason’s voice was strong, deep, and reassuring. But it also held terror…his was a voice that should never sound terrified.
 
   Barely cracking open my eyelids, I peeked at the man kneeling on the ground before me. His eyes were bright, wild, and his face was ferocious.
 
   He looked away and roared at Chris, “WHAT DID YOU DO TO HER?”
 
   “Not…Chris’s…fault,” I groaned, reaching up to grasp Jason’s wrist. “Too far…too many people…too much…can’t stop…” 
 
   Jason pulled off my gloves and grasped my hands almost painfully, but his voice was calm when he spoke. “Focus, Dani. Come back to me. You have to fight. You can do this.”
 
   The pulsing minds didn’t blink out of existence, not like when I’d stopped using my Ability completely, but they suddenly stopped pulling me toward them. It was like I’d flipped a switch that muted their enticing song. I quickly retracted my awareness until it barely extended beyond our camp. I wasn’t sure why I hadn’t passed out, why I didn’t feel the bone-deep exhaustion I’d grown used to, but I certainly didn’t mind. 
 
   Smiling weakly at Jason, I removed his hands from my shoulders and held them in my lap, ignoring the salty tears on my cheeks. “Thank you.”
 
   He scooted forward, wedging himself between my knees, and wrapped me in a fierce embrace. “Sometimes you scare the shit out of me,” he said, his voice gruff. 
 
   “I’m sorry. I don’t mean to.” If a mind voice could tremble, mine did.
 
   Chris rose and quickly skirted around us, saying, “I’m just going to go do…something…not here…”
 
   “Fuck! I’m not used to this!” Jason exclaimed as he stood and stepped backward, leaving me alone on my rock. The lure of the minds instantly resurfaced at full force.
 
   “Oh!” I exclaimed and leapt up after him. When I seized his hand, the lure faded again. “It’s you!”
 
   Jason didn’t seem to hear me. Unexpectedly, he turned to me, grabbed my face with his hands, and crushed his lips against mine. Rising on tiptoes, I clutched his jacket at his sides and pulled his body closer. I made an involuntary, throaty noise and readied to reel in my awareness completely. The minds! The lure! Jason!
 
   “Jason, wait!” I gasped as he started backing me toward our tent. He had taken to setting it up a short distance from the others, so we’d at least have the appearance of privacy. Even so, I was exceptionally grateful the sun had set and our companions couldn’t watch us groping each other.
 
   “Jason!” I said sharply once we reached our tent. “Wait! I have to tell you something.”
 
   “What?” He unzipped the tent, and then did the same with his coat, shrugging it off and tossing it inside. Our enormous, moss-green tent had two “rooms” and was a few inches taller than me at its apex.
 
   “Something happens when you touch me,” I told him.
 
   He held my eyes, unzipping my down jacket and sliding his hands along my shoulders to slip it off. “You have no idea what can happen when I touch you,” he said, tossing the coat on top of his in the tent.
 
   As Jason clenched my waist in his hands, pulling my body to his, I took a deep breath and held on tightly to my thoughts. But his hands were moving under my shirt, sliding up my ribcage. His thumbs traced along the curve of my bra just under my breasts. I shook my head, refocusing. “I mean…something happens to my telepathy when you touch me,” I told him, and he stilled, his mouth inches from mine.
 
   “What?”
 
   “I gained control when you touched me, then lost some of it when you walked away, and then it came back when I grabbed your hand. It’s like you make me stronger.”
 
   His face was unreadable, his hands unmoving.
 
   “Jason…I think you have an Ability, too.” Not for the first time, I wondered if MG had been right when he’d told me that everyone who survived the Virus would eventually develop a strange new skill…at least, everyone who wasn’t a Crazy.
 
   “And that Ability is what, exactly?”
 
   Thinking hard, I bit the right side of my lower lip. It was a silly, manufactured habit that had become second nature. I could remember Zoe laughing at me when I’d practiced it on her in seventh grade. Around that time, I’d realized that teenage boys were less interested in smart, nice girls, and instead preferred pretty, flirty girls. So, I’d practiced being flirtatious until I no longer had to think about it. I’d transformed.
 
   Jason’s eyes flicked from mine, lower, to the soft, pink flesh pulled between my teeth. His hands tightened around my ribs, and he licked his lips.
 
   “Maybe it’s like a megaphone, but it amplifies other people’s Abilities instead of their voices?” I tapped my pointer finger gently against my lips—another of those silly habits—before pressing it against his chest. “Or…it could be like a volume dial, turning other people’s Abilities up or down. That could be super useful!”
 
   “Sounds boring.”
 
   “Not even! What if someone was going to hurt us with their fancy superpower, and they could, I don’t know—shoot lasers out of their eyeballs or something—and you could stop them by using your own crazy awesome Ability!?”
 
   He straightened, looking down at me with narrowed eyes. “You think it’s possible?”
 
   I smiled. “I think you’re already doing it.”
 
   When he raised his eyebrows, I explained, “So, there’s kind of this guy who can enter people’s dreams…and he was entering mine, mostly when I was on my own. He did it a few times in the week before I left, but not when you stayed with me that one night. But anyway, he helped me figure out what I can do; he’s actually where the ‘Ability’ thing came from. And…he hasn’t shown up since I rejoined you guys. So I’m thinking—it’s you. You must be blocking him somehow.”
 
   Stupidly, I’d become lost in my explanation and hadn’t noticed Jason’s face harden to emotionless stone. Crap! Idiot!
 
   His jaw clenched, sharpening his features, and then he spoke. “Some guy’s been visiting your dreams? For weeks?”
 
   I nodded reluctantly.
 
   “Who is he?” Jason’s voice was hot and cold in an uncomfortable mixture that made me want to run away from him.
 
   Instead, I locked my knees, refusing to take a step backward. “I don’t know exactly,” I told him truthfully. “I call him MG, for Mystery Guy. He’s never told me his name.”
 
   “What does he do when he visits?”
 
   “Let’s see…he was helping me figure out how to use my telepathy. And, he would get rid of my nightmares about Cam, but I don’t really have those anymore.” Cringing, I added, “And he comforted me the night I found out about Grams.”
 
   “Comforted you? How?”
 
   “He held me,” I snapped. “That’s all.” I pushed Jason’s hands away and tried to step around him into the tent, but his arm shot out, blocking me.
 
   “I told you, I’m not used to this,” he said, looking straight ahead into the moonlit woods. Lightning lit up the night sky as Jason looked at me, and his eyes glowed like blue fire for a fraction of a second. When darkness returned, I could still feel the heat of his gaze. As thunder rumbled through the mountains, Jason’s right arm—the one blocking my path into the tent—flexed and wrapped around me, pulling me into a tight embrace.
 
   My desires overpowered my mind, and I smiled against his sweatshirt. “You can be such an asshole…”
 
   He laughed, deep and rumbling, and rested his chin on top of my head. He began running his fingertips down my back, tracing my spine through my sweater, gently, smoothly, tantalizingly. 
 
   “Mmm…that feels good,” I purred, squeezing him tighter. “You remember that one winter formal…when you were a senior?”
 
   It was the only dance we’d both attended. I was the only eighth-grader there, invited by a freshman boy who lived down the street from me—Tommy. He was cute but had possessed a decidedly flimsy backbone. When we joined up with his group of friends before the dance, the girls slowly pressured him into ignoring me. By the time we arrived at the dance, oohing and ahhing at the tacky attempts to turn the gym into a fantastical ice kingdom, I might as well have been invisible.
 
   “Yeah, I remember,” Jason said. “I didn’t like seeing you sitting there alone.” 
 
   Jason had found me sitting by myself at a table in the corner of the gym, near tears, my dress’s layered, purple tulle skirt fluffed out around me. He’d sat in the chair next to me and lifted my chin with a single finger. “What’d he do?” he’d asked.
 
   “Nothing,” I’d whimpered. That had been the problem; it was my first high school dance, and my date hadn’t talked to me since we’d arrived, let alone danced with me. And I’d always loved to dance, not that I was any good at it.
 
   “Want me to kick his ass?” Jason had asked, making me smile a tiny, sad smile while I shook my head. He’d grinned then, heartbreakingly handsome in a charcoal-gray suit with a tie that matched his sapphire eyes perfectly. “Want to dance?”
 
   I’d looked up at him as he’d stood and offered his hand, my lips widening to an elated smile. “Um, yeah…I’d love to,” I’d said, feeling like the most beautiful girl in the gymnasium. He’d danced with me for four songs, including a slow dance, before his friends caught on, passing me around like the belle of the ball. One of them, a junior at the time, I actually dated the following year.
 
   “You made me a legend that night, you know,” I told Jason, laughing.
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “On the first day of school the next year, I showed up, and all the girls either wanted to be my friend or hated me because ‘Jason Cartwright totally had a thing for that redhead’,” I quoted. “It took me two months to convince everyone I wasn’t your secret girlfriend—ridiculous, I know—and then a ton of guys asked me out because they thought I had been your secret girlfriend at one point. As if you, Mr. Hot-shit senior, would’ve dated an eighth-grader.”
 
   Jason chuckled. “Did you notice your little shit of a date wasn’t nearly as popular the next year?”
 
   “What’d you do?” I wondered, looking up at him with fascinated horror.
 
   Jason smirked wickedly. “I didn’t actually do anything to him…but my boys and I did threaten to kick the shit out of anyone who was nice to him.”
 
   “Jason!” I scolded, smacking his chest.
 
   “What? He deserved it,” he said, lowering his head to press his lips against mine. It was the perfect way to shut me up. “No more talking,” he breathed. His hands slipped between us, and he unfastened the top button of my jeans.
 
   In response, I pulled away from him, stepped into the tent, and slipped off my boots. I removed my sweater, long-sleeve shirt, and tank top in one smooth motion. At the sound of the tent zipper, I turned to see Jason had followed me in, zipped the tent, and was watching me as he removed his boots. My jeans and long underwear came off together, collecting my socks along the way. In the chill of the winter night, I was standing in a dark tent, nearly naked, with a fully clothed man. With Jason. Despite the cold, I felt near melting.
 
   “I wish I could see you better,” Jason whispered, his rough voice sounding too loud. He disrobed quickly, not even pausing before removing his snug boxer briefs.
 
   Lightening flashed, illuminating him completely for an instant. He was so terrifyingly masculine…so powerful and so beautiful. A low, appreciative sound escaped from my throat.
 
   I’d seen him naked once, though he didn’t know it. Near the end of my junior year of high school, Jason had come home on leave after finishing a tour in Afghanistan. I’d been laying in Zoe’s bed, my best friend sleeping deeply beside me, and had turned to face the partially open door when he’d walked by. It was early, maybe five in the morning—he probably hadn’t expected anyone else to be awake. At least, that was the only excuse I could come up with for why he’d walked from his room to the bathroom, completely nude. Even in the dim morning light, I’d been able to see his incredibly defined physique and his impressive manly attributes. It had actually been the first time I’d ever seen a fully nude man in real life. He’d ruined all other men for me, setting a standard they couldn’t meet simply because they weren’t him.
 
   I twisted my arms behind me to unclasp my bra and flung it on top of the pile of my other clothes. Or at least I thought I did—I was too busy savoring the sight of the statuesque man before me to care. I didn’t have time to slip out of my underwear before Jason reached me.
 
   “Let me,” he said, plucking my hands from the top of my panties. He frowned suddenly. “Do we need—”
 
   “I’m on the pill,” I told him, cutting him off. I’d been good about taking my little yellow pills and had scavenged a several-year supply, just to be safe. The last thing I wanted to bring into the tortured world was a kid. And then I remembered it was Jason, a man who’d been with who-knew-how-many women. Unwanted pregnancy might not be the only thing I needed to worry about. “Unless, you know…we need to because, um…” Awkward…
 
   He shook his head. “I’m good.” I bet you are…
 
   After a long, lingering kiss, Jason’s mouth laid a path over my chin and down my throat. On his way to my purple boy shorts he was diverted by various landmarks, paying special attention to a couple of popular ones and a few less visited, before reaching his destination. He took note of the touches that made me gasp or giggle or clench my fingers in his hair. Each time he looked up at me, I knew that no guy, not even my beloved Cam, had stood a chance against the man immortalizing my body with his mouth.
 
   As Jason knelt and slid my panties down, freeing first one foot, then the other, I shivered. 
 
   “Are you cold?” he asked, his voice even rougher than usual.
 
   Under his penetrating stare, I shivered again. “No.”
 
   Holding my gaze, Jason slid his hands up my legs, from ankle to thigh, and higher. I gasped; Jason was finally touching me where I’d wanted him to touch for over a decade. When he felt the evidence of my desire for him, he growled. My throaty moans grew more ardent as his fingers gave way to his mouth, to his tongue. Eventually, his firm grasp on my hips was the only thing keeping me upright.
 
   When Jason stood again, I was frustratingly close to the edge and aching to feel him inside me. I needed him more than I needed air to breathe or gravity to hold me to the earth. As I closed my hand around his length—asking, demanding—he inhaled sharply.
 
   He wasted no time in easing me down to the sleeping bags and settling himself between my thighs. My legs shook as he entered me in one smooth motion. He wasn’t gentle. His eyes never left mine, darkening to obsidian when I wrapped my legs around his body and urged him on—to hold nothing back. 
 
   Hovering above me, he sheltered me from the harsh, decimated world while we joined in one of the few truly beautiful legacies of our broken species. We needed each other, needed to feel connected more than we needed satisfaction, though the end result came regardless.
 
   As he pushed me to ecstasy, I groaned and arched and trembled beneath him. His climax erupted immediately after mine. I savored his every sound and expression as he shuddered within me. Around me. Over me.
 
   “I never thought this would happen,” I told him quietly, running my fingernails up and down his smooth back. He nuzzled my neck in response, his breathing ragged.
 
   Later, when we were lying together in the joined sleeping bags, he tightened the arm he’d wrapped around my middle and pulled me closer to his still unclothed body. “Did you think about it often?” he asked, and I could feel his breath against the back of my neck.
 
   I nodded, burying my face in the little half-pillow. “But I think you already knew that,” I mumbled, embarrassed.
 
   His deep chuckle confirmed my suspicions—Jason had known I’d wanted him for…pretty much ever. “Will you keep thinking about it?” he asked, kissing my shoulder. His low, rough voice made me want him again, made my body ready for him.
 
   “More than ever,” I whispered.
 
   He groaned. “Just knowing that is going to drive me in-fucking-sane.”
 
   “Good,” I breathed. Minutes later, I corralled all of my courage and asked, “Did you ever think about it—about me—before everything happened?”
 
   “Does it matter?”
 
   “No,” I said, assuming I had my answer.
 
   Jason touched his lips to the skin beneath my ear and whispered, “I did,” before grasping the inside of my thigh and easing back inside me. 
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   Dani
 
    
 
    
 
   I don’t see why you two can’t just ride together…like, share a horse. Then he can boost your power the whole time,” Holly said, sitting directly across the morning campfire from Jason and me. We were all bundled in our warmest clothes—though the winter had been mild so far, we were camping high in the foothills of the Sierra Nevada, and the current temperature was near freezing.
 
   Jason and I had just finished telling the whole group about the previous night’s discovery—that Jason seemed to be able to amplify or nullify other people’s Abilities. We definitely didn’t tell them any of the night’s other developments, but I was pretty sure everyone knew—though we’d tried, we hadn’t exactly been quiet.
 
   “Yeah, Red,” Jason said, grinning wickedly. “I could boost your power the whole time.” 
 
   I elbowed him gently at the lame innuendo, and he chuckled. “We’d be too heavy,” I explained to Holly.
 
   “But you’re like, totally small,” Holly said. 
 
   Jason leaned closer and murmured near my ear so only I could hear, “You really are very small…I almost couldn’t fit my—” 
 
   Cutting off his taunting whisper, I blurted, “I may be small, but he’s huge.” My already blushing cheeks flamed as I realized what I’d just said. 
 
   Jason roared in laughter and squeezed my hand while Holly gaped.
 
   “That’s not what…” I trailed off with a sigh, wishing I could execute a foot-from-mouth extraction.
 
   “Whenever you’re finished,” Chris said, settling a wry look on each of us, “I have a suggestion.” She looked at me. “Maybe today you could just use your mental ‘observation’ while we’re on the road. If you need to actually use your telepathy, I’m sure Romeo here,” she glanced at Jason, “…will be close enough to touch. That work?”
 
   Jason flipped her off, and I nodded in agreement.
 
   Chris added, “Maybe it’d be a good idea for you to not speak out loud at all, to always use your telepathy…it’ll be like intensive training for your brain. It’d be nice if we could get you strong enough that you don’t even need him.” She nodded in Jason’s direction.
 
   I shrugged and said, “sounds good,” in her head, then turned to Jason. His expression had blanked—a sure sign that he was hiding some strong emotion. Making a wild guess, I said to him alone, “Don’t worry…I’m sure you can give me some other reasons to keep you around…”
 
   His expression didn’t change, but a mischievous glint flashed in his eyes. “I’m sure I can,” he said, confusing everyone but me.
 
    
 
   ~~~~~
 
    
 
   Five hours later, we were hugging the mountainside as we rode along snow-covered Highway 50, just south of Lake Tahoe. It was snowing steadily, and we were all hunched over in our saddles, trying to retain as much body heat as possible. All of a sudden, a fairly large cluster of people burst into life in my mind, momentarily destabilizing my control over my Ability. I slowed Wings, which was Jason’s signal to stop the rest of the group. He always rode beside me, especially since being in observation mode made me semi-oblivious to my surroundings.
 
   “There’s a large group about five miles ahead…they’re either on or near the road. And they’re stationary,” I told him, glad I didn’t have to lower the wool scarf wrapped around my face to speak out loud.
 
   Jason relayed the information to the rest of our group and removed one of his gloves before reaching for my hand. He gently pulled one of my own fleece-lined gloves off and intertwined his fingers with mine, asking me to communicate with some of the creatures near the group of strangers.
 
   Surprisingly, Mr. Grayson was the first to comment on the news. “I don’t know what you’re planning,” he said, looking at Jason. “But…I think we should seriously consider staying with these people tonight.” When Jason and Chris both looked at him dubiously, he explained, “I doubt the snow will let up any time soon, and it will be far easier to protect ourselves from the elements in an established camp. We can’t forget that these are the same mountains that defeated the Donner Party so gruesomely.” 
 
   After several minutes of discussion, everyone agreed that, for once, approaching other people would be worth the risk. As my companions briefly strategized, I received information from a couple of my scouts. I relayed their intel to Jason and Chris.“The eagle said the two-legs cover an area about the size of the water next to her nest…not a big help, I know, but the bird seemed proud of the size of her lake. Plenty of fish for her young, or something like that. From what I can tell, I definitely think there’s more than a hundred of them, but I’ll be able to tell more when we’re closer. Oh, and the mountain lions said they smell like good meat, not like the bad meat two-legs they’ve been coming across. So…I’m guessing they’re not Crazies?”
 
   Jason stared at me, unblinking, his face unreadable. I smiled and gave his hand a squeeze.
 
   “I didn’t know mountain lions ate people,” Chris said.
 
   Ky moved his horse closer and asked, “Mountain lions? What are you talking about?”
 
   Seeing his confusion, I included Ky in my next thought. “Sorry Ky. Maybe, maybe not, Chris, but they said they’ve come across a bunch of dead two-legs—not sick, just wrong. They didn’t say anything about eating them, just that they were ‘bad meat’.”
 
   “That’s creepy,” Ky said silently.
 
   I shrugged. “They’re predators…it’s what they are. Can you sense anything?”
 
   He shook his head. “Too far. Maybe in a couple miles.”
 
   Jason cut in, “Okay, well let’s keep moving. We can talk as we ride.”
 
   Jason and the others came up with a plan that we would stick to unless Ky sensed impending violence—we would approach the strangers as a group, with Ky and Ben feeding their impressions to me, which I would then share with the rest of our group telepathically. If anyone lied or intended us harm, we’d know. I would pretend to be a deaf mute, requiring Jason to lead me around, and therefore have an excuse to hold his hand, boosting my power the entire time. When touching him, I could maintain constant contact with every member of my group.
 
   It was late afternoon, and we were nearing the large group of strangers when I sensed two of them start to move directly to the left of us—in our direction. “A couple of them are headed straight for us…I think they know we’re here,” I told Jason as I dismounted, trying not to sink too far into the snow. He followed suit, grabbing for my hand as soon as his boots hit the snow-covered highway.
 
   “Tell everyone. Remind them not to talk to you out loud. Not ever,” he told me, and I nodded, doing as he ordered.
 
   The crunch of twigs and crusty snow preceded the pair’s arrival. A man and woman, both exceptionally unremarkable-looking, emerged from between the pines and firs that lined the road. They wore jeans, navy-blue down jackets, and hiking boots.
 
   “Greetings travelers,” the man said, quickly followed by the woman’s, “We’ve been expecting you.”
 
   “Really?” Jason asked doubtfully.
 
   The man gestured to the abandoned highway. “The Prophet Mary foretold your passage along this road.”
 
   “Ben says he’s telling the truth,” I told my group. “This Mary chick must be able to do something ‘special’ too.”
 
   Using a significant amount of false charm, Jason grinned and said, “Well, lucky us! We’ve been looking for more people. Gets pretty lonely out here. Are there many more of you?”
 
   The man and woman smiled beatifically. “The Prophets asked us to welcome you and to show you around,” said the woman, not answering Jason’s question.
 
   The man’s words followed as soon as she finished speaking. “I’m Mark, and this is Jen.”
 
   After introductions were given, I told my group, “They’re giving me the creeps. Anything, Ky?”
 
   “Nope. In fact,” he added, “they’re the most peaceful people I’ve felt. It’s a nice break.”
 
   “Lead on, my new friends,” Jason said, motioning toward the woods with his free hand. To me he said, “Wait until they’re a ways ahead, and then put a bridle on your horse.”
 
   “I don’t have one.”
 
   “I do,” he replied, rummaging through one of his saddle bags. He handed me the bundle of leather straps once Jen and Mark turned away. We waited a few minutes for our guides and companions to blend in with the trees before bridling Wings.
 
   “Is there anything you aren’t prepared for?”
 
   “Us,” he answered, holding my gaze as he reclaimed my hand. “Come on.”
 
   After twenty minutes of weaving the horses and goats through the seemingly endless forest, artificial colors came into sight. They filled every possible clearing between the evergreens. We seemed to have arrived in a city of tents—bright fabric spreading as far as the eye could see. Which, considering we were in a forest, really wasn’t that far, but the sight was odd enough.
 
   “You may stay here for the night,” Jen said, indicating a small clearing near the edge of the mass of tents. “The Prophets will send for you in the morning.”
 
   “Explore as you like, but please don’t approach the Temple until your morning escort comes for you,” Mark added. Abruptly, Mark and Jen turned and waded into the sea of tents. Empty tents. Where the hell are all the people?
 
   As the pair walked away, we converged in a huddle. There was a lengthy discussion about the potential benefits and dangers of staying the night, and then we voted. Everyone agreed that one night wouldn’t be too big of a risk, and it would allow us to mingle and gain some valuable intelligence. That is, if the people who used all those tents ever showed up.
 
    
 
   ~~~~~
 
    
 
   “You’re anxious,” I told Jason hours later as we huddled together on a fallen log beside our campfire. It was well into the night, and we were alone, having been assigned the task of “guarding our shit.” Our friends were making nice with the natives, who had returned to their campsites after sunset in a massive wave of bodies.
 
   Jason tightened the arm he had draped around my shoulders and kissed my temple. “No…I’m alert.”
 
   “How late do you think everyone’ll stay out?” I asked, yawning as I finished the thought. With every passing minute the fire’s warmth was lulling me closer to unconsciousness.
 
   “No clue,” he replied. “But I’m guessing late.”
 
   Hoots and joyous screams and raucous laughter had been echoing throughout the forest since the campers had returned from wherever the hell they’d been. I felt like a parent waiting up for her teenagers to return home, wondering if they would miss curfew. I also felt tired, which I emphasized by yawning, again.
 
   “Go to sleep, Red. I’ll stay up.”
 
   I shook my head against Jason’s shoulder. “I’m staying up with you.”
 
   A quiet chuckle rumbled in his chest. “We’ll see.” About fifteen minutes later, I was nodding off under the cozy safety of Jason’s arm.
 
    
 
   ~~~~~
 
    
 
   I woke in our tent, glued against Jason’s side. He was already awake, staring blankly at the nylon roof. It was, after all, well after sunrise, though that fact was barely noticeable from the light seeping through the cloudy sky. Jason always rose with the sun.
 
   “Hey! I said I was going to stay up with you!” I complained.
 
   He shrugged. “And I said ‘We’ll see.’ It’s time to get up. We don’t know when they’re coming to take us to these ‘Prophets’.”
 
   “When did everyone get back?” I asked, ignoring the whole “getting up” thing. I kissed his bare chest and gently bit down.
 
   One of Jason’s hands slipped under my t-shirt, teasing the sensitive skin below my belly button. “Careful, Red. If you start this, everyone here’ll know you’re not really a mute. The noises you make…,” he said, groaning softly. 
 
   “I’m not that…” I trailed off as he slid his fingers lower, over the thin cotton of my underwear. I moaned softly but involuntarily. “Okay…point taken…” He didn’t stop but instead caused me to make a few more throaty noises. “Jason!”
 
   His fingers stilled. “Sorry.”
 
   “You’d better be!” Even my mind voice sounded frustrated. He’d done a good job of getting me worked up, and I couldn’t do anything about it. “Dammit!”
 
   Removing his hand from my nether regions, Jason planted a soft kiss on my lips and met my eyes. “I’ll make it up to you tonight. Promise.”
 
   I squeezed my eyelids shut, blocking out my view of the desire burning in his eyes. “That’s so not helping.”
 
   Jason laughed softly and kissed my neck. “Back to your question…not everyone came back last night. At least, not by two o’clock, which is when I carried you in here. Holly kept watch…said she hasn’t been sleeping much anyway.”
 
   “Oh, that’s…um…very…um…would you stop that!” My breath quickened as Jason continued to pay attention to my neck.
 
   “Nope. Not until you get up.”
 
   “Fine,” I mentally huffed. I shoved the sleeping bag lower and scooted out, slapping Jason’s hands away as he continued to find sensitive bits of flesh to tease. “You are such an ass!”
 
   Smirking, Jason propped himself up on an elbow and watched me dig around the tent for the long underwear and jeans he’d stripped off me the previous night. “We’ve already established that.”
 
   I snorted and glanced at him over my shoulder.
 
   He slid out from the sleeping bags, looking like an underwear model who’d just finished a photo shoot, and joined me in the search for warm clothes. Eventually we found everything we needed, including thick down jackets, boots, gloves, and wool hats, and we stepped out into the blessedly snow-free morning. Jason glared at the sky, like his menacing scowl alone could frighten away the chance of snow. Everyone except Ky was already sitting around the campfire, looking…nothing. Not hungover. Not laughing. Not talking. They were blank.
 
   “They look weird to you?” I asked Jason as he spat toothpaste onto a low shrub. He nodded. I continued brushing my teeth beside him, pondering the reason for my friends’ odd behavior. Maybe they’d discovered something really disturbing about these people. Or maybe they’d all participated in an orgy and were too horrified to admit it. I didn’t know, but I was sure as hell going to find out.
 
   “Where’s Ky?” I asked everyone after I’d stowed my toiletries.
 
   “Oh, Ky?” Chris replied. “I think he’s with—”
 
   “The Prophets are ready for you,” Jen, the eerie woman, unknowingly interrupted. “You’ll need to leave your dog here,” Jen said.
 
   Mark explained, “The Prophet Cole has outlawed dogs from the camp entirely.”
 
   “Jack comes,” I growled in Jason’s head.
 
   “He’s a service animal,” Jason said, holding up my hand. “You see, she’s a deaf mute, and he’s her hearing dog. Either we all stay out here, or the dog comes with us. The Prophets are more than welcome to—”
 
   “Mark,” the woman said. “The Prophet Cole is reasonable. I’m sure he won’t mind.”
 
   “Lie,” Ben told me, and I shared the information with the rest of my people.
 
   “Does she have a leash for him?” Mark asked while I smiled at him dumbly.
 
   “Make sure he sticks to you like glue,” Jason told me. “I’ve never seen her use one, but I’ve also never seen him leave her side. It’s unnecessary.”
 
   “Very well,” Mark stated. “Follow us.”
 
   While we meandered down a narrow, zigzagging pathway between tents, I asked Chris, “What’s up with you guys. You’re all acting sort of zombie-ish.”
 
   “I don’t know what you mean,” she said. “Everyone here was really welcoming last night. I’ve never felt so free…so at peace.”
 
   I didn’t say anything more and just looked around at the others. Free? At peace? Now? As nice as it sounded, it was one of the most ridiculous things I’d ever heard. I passed my concerns on to Jason. He agreed.
 
   I wasn’t sure what I was expecting—maybe not a step pyramid or a colonnaded Greco-Roman temple—but definitely not a yurt. Resting on an outcropping of sand near an expansive lake, the rough, octagonal, log structure had a steady stream of smoke rising from its center. It didn’t really have a roof, but instead was more dome-shaped, and was maybe thirty feet in diameter.
 
   “This is the Temple of the Prophets of the New World,” Jen proclaimed, holding her arms out wide like the yurt was a magnificent sight to behold.
 
   Mark urged us forward, shooting a surprisingly irritated look at his companion. It was the first show of real emotion I’d seen on anyone besides Jason all morning. “Come. It is not good to keep the Prophets waiting.”
 
   As we followed our guides through the structure’s arched entrance, we were wrapped in unexpected warmth. A substantial fire burned in the fire pit in the center of the yurt, and three oversized, rough-hewn chairs were arrayed on a small platform beyond it. Their occupants—a man and old woman on either side, and a short, rotund woman in the center—sat in the chairs like they were thrones. 
 
   The man, evidently the Prophet Cole, was an attractive, middle-aged gentleman of average height and build. In the previous world, I would’ve marked him as a lawyer or a corporate businessman. The far woman was so elderly and frail-looking that I couldn’t believe she’d survived the Virus. 
 
   The middle chair was larger than the other two, as was its occupant. She was obese, or what Grams used to call ‘dumpy’ out of kindness, and had a splotchy face that was simultaneously round and saggy. Her sheer unattractiveness was at odds with the two gorgeous, shirtless men kneeling on either side of her chair, petting her arms, hands, legs, and whatever else they could reach.
 
   “Oh my God,” I said to Jason. “Is that—”
 
   “Ky.” Jason completed my observation with appropriate disgust. Ky was one of the partially naked men fawning all over the grotesque woman.
 
   “Chris knew…this morning…she was about to tell me where he was…she didn’t care.” I paused, and my stomach clenched. “Jason, something’s really, really wrong.”
 
   In perfect harmony, the three seated people spoke, “We are the Prophets of the New World. We have foreseen your arrival and desire you to join the followers of the One True Religion. With us, you will find safety, and above all else, peace. We welcome you.”
 
   “Rehearse much,” I thought sarcastically to all of my companions, hoping the cynicism might break through their fog.
 
   “We would like to stay with you and your people for a few more nights,” Jason said, “but then we really should continue on our way.”
 
   “A few more nights…are you nuts?” I asked him.
 
   “No. Just wait.”
 
   The fat woman eyed Jason appraisingly and smiled. “I am the Prophet Mandy, and these are the Prophets Mary and Cole. You are more than welcome to stay with us for as long as you like. Let us dismiss this talk of leave-taking until you’ve seen everything we have to offer,” she said, her voice turning throaty.
 
   “Why’s she talking like she stepped out of a Jane Austen novel? And why’s Ky fawning all over her?” I asked the group. Nobody responded.
 
   Watching the two young men caress the repulsive Prophet was making me feel sick, and not only because the display disgusted me—I was pretty sure I knew what was going on.
 
   “How do you all feel about the Prophet Mandy? Anybody feeling warm and fuzzy?” I asked my companions.
 
   “You’re kidding, right?” Jason said.
 
   Chris, standing on the other side of Jason, said, “She doesn’t seem too bad. But…I don’t know…something seems…off.”
 
   “I think she’s amazing,” Holly said, and Hunter and Mr. Grayson echoed her thoughts.
 
   Ben’s response was the most conflicted, convincing me that my hypothesis was at least semi-accurate. “She’s not entirely truthful, but I want to trust her. She’s just so…I don’t know. I want to stay with her. I feel at peace around her.”
 
   “Jason!” I said frantically in his head alone. “She’s doing something to everyone. Like what Cece did to some of the guys, controlling their minds or something…except it’s working on everyone. I think I’m safe because you’re unconsciously shielding yourself from her, and I’ve been touching you since we arrived, so you must be protecting me too. And Chris is standing closest to you so she’s not quite so…enamored. But Holly, Hunter, and Mr. Grayson are practically in love with her! Plus Ky…that’s just wrong!”
 
   “Shit…,” Jason said silently. 
 
   “Can you use your Ability on them…you know, null them or whatever?” I asked Jason.
 
   “I don’t know how to fucking control it!” he snapped. Out loud, he said, “Prophets, do you mind if I speak with my people for a moment? Your kind offer is very persuasive.”
 
   The hideous Prophet Mandy inclined her head regally, and Jason gathered the others close to him. He carried on a show of bland conversation, discussing the many benefits of staying with the obviously mind-controlled cult—leaving out the mind-controlled cult part—while I explained the situation in their minds. Once everyone was within a few feet of Jason, the “Mandy fog” started to clear from their heads, and they grew panicked.
 
   “Tell them to keep calm, and stay close to me if they can. I’ll try to…I don’t know…I have no idea how to use this fucking Ability!” Jason said.
 
   “It’s okay. It’ll be alright. I’ll tell them. We’ll figure it out…you and me, okay?” I replied, attempting to calm him down.
 
   “What is your decision, Jason?” Mandy asked with husky familiarity.
 
   “We’ll stay indefinitely, of course,” he answered, smiling. He was so good at masking his emotions; it was unnerving.
 
   “Very well,” she said. “Everyone may leave—except you.” She looked at Jason. “And my Pretties, of course.” She patted Ky’s shoulder as she spoke. To my surprise, the other two Prophets rose to leave with the rest of my companions.
 
   “She’s got to be the one controlling everyone,” I told Jason, and he silently agreed.
 
   When the yurt was empty of nearly everyone—only Jason, Jack, Ky, the other shirtless man, Mandy, and I remained—the fat woman simpered, “Why is that stringy little thing still here? Send her away.”
 
   Jason nearly choked on his words. “Oh…great Prophet…she’s harmless, and she’s only comfortable when I’m around. Besides, you can say anything around her, and she won’t hear a word.”
 
   Mandy stood, flinging the hands of her worshipers away, and I watched with avid fascination as her lumps and folds rearranged under her weather-inappropriate chiffon gown. It was emerald green, strapless, and way too tight, and with her hair teased into a poofy up-do, she carried an uncanny resemblance to Ursula. 
 
   “I said, send her away. If you refuse, my Pretties will kill her,” Mandy threatened, motioning for Ky and the other man to approach us.
 
   From behind them they drew long knives with blades that shimmered like mirrors, reflecting the fire’s flames.
 
   “Over my dead fucking body,” Jason growled, drawing his sidearm and aiming it at the self-proclaimed Prophet. 
 
   At my side, Jack was snarling ferociously, his hackles raised and his lips retracted to show his gleaming canines.
 
   Abandoning my vow of silence, I pleaded, “Jason, wait! What if—”
 
   But Jason didn’t have the luxury of waiting. Ky and the other man would be on us in seconds. Without hesitation, Jason pulled the trigger, and slimy chunks and crimson ribbons erupted from the back of Mandy’s head, coating her throne and spattering the wall behind her. It took her massive body a few moments to collapse onto the dais, and by the time it had settled, the fog of her control had lifted completely from Ky and the other man. 
 
   Ky looked at us, his face frozen in horror, and his knife slipped from his fingers. “Oh God…What am I…Fuck!” I had no idea what he’d been through over the past nine hours, but I could tell by the horrified look on his face that it was bad—like scarred-for-life bad. 
 
   More than a few blood-curdling screams sounded from outside the desecrated Temple, and I wondered what atrocities the “followers of the One True Religion” had endured under Mandy’s manipulation. What would Cece have done in Mandy’s place? I shuddered, hoping I never found out.
 
   “Holy shit,” Jason muttered.
 
   The second “Pretty” had launched himself onto Mandy’s corpse and was ferociously mutilating it with his knife. The three of us just watched him, unwilling to interrupt what we could only assume was well-deserved retribution. 
 
   “You’re always telling us you want it harder, deeper…is this hard enough?” he cried out as he stabbed again and again, and blood splattered onto his body. “Do you want it deeper, Mistress?” It was almost a mercy that the monstrous woman was already dead.
 
   I grew instantly nauseous, both from the verbal confirmation of how Mandy had been wielding her mind control and from the sloppy sound the knife made as it ripped through her seemingly endless layers of flesh. Parts of her body no longer resembled anything human, looking more like ineptly butchered cuts of meat. Finally, when his blade was clinking against bone with every strike, the man dropped his knife and crawled and scooted away from the decimated corpse awkwardly. He was headed straight for me, and I was too stunned to move.
 
   Jason’s hands gripped my upper arms painfully as he picked me up and flung me toward Ky. I stumbled into my friend right before the man’s gore-covered body collided with Jason’s legs instead of mine. Jason staggered backward from an impact that would have sent me sprawling on the floor. 
 
   As soon as I’d fallen against Ky’s solid torso, he’d caught me in a fierce hug; he seemed to need the comfort as much as I did. The abruptness of being manhandled shocked me out of my horrified trance, and my brain finally processed the slaughter I’d just witnessed.
 
   Slipping out of Ky’s desperate hold, I lurched to the yurt’s wall and vomited. It was all too much—too much blood and carnage, too much cruelty, and too much messed up behavior. The world had just become too much.
 
   Tears streaked down my face, and as the convulsive heaves ceased, my body trembled. I wiped my mouth, welcoming the white-hot rage that had slowly overpowered my need to vomit. That woman, that vile thing, had enslaved innocent people, scarring them, claiming their lives—she deserved worse than she’d received.
 
   When I turned to face the others, I saw Jason helping the bloody, shell-shocked man to his feet. I approached them, voicing my anger. “Jason, these people were enslaved. Not just their bodies, but their minds…she took their will. Ky’s will. This is goddamn mind-rape.” My words were dripping with revulsion. No doubt, my fury at what Mandy had done was fueled by my intense hatred for Cece, the only other mind-controlling bitch I knew.
 
   Reaching Jason’s side, I desperately wished for a way to clean out my mouth—it tasted of bile, and my throat burned. I stared up into Jason’s eyes to find him looking at me with such despondency that I could no longer hold in my disbelief. “She wasn’t even a Crazy. She was just mad with power. God, Jason…she probably wanted to make you one of her toys.” The thought of him being used—controlled—spurred me on. “Promise me, if we find any more like her…we stop them.”
 
   “We’ll do what we can,” he said, finding my hand and squeezing it. “We should get the hell out of here…who knows how these people are gonna react now.”
 
   Before Ky or I could respond, the man with blood dripping from his fingertips regained his composure enough to speak. “Uh, I don’t suppose…would it be okay if I came with you guys?” His voice was surprisingly timid. “I don’t have anyone left, and I can’t stay here. It’s too…there’re too many memories.”
 
   “I don’t know,” Jason said hesitantly, likely considering the group’s safety. However, the excuse he voiced was, “We don’t have any extra horses.”
 
   I studied the man more closely, trying to look past the thick coating of crimson covering his body, and realized he was far younger than I’d thought. “How old are you?”
 
   “I turned sixteen last week,” he said. He’s just a kid…no wonder he reacted like he did. An idea formed in my mind.
 
   “How much do you weigh?”
 
   He looked confused, but answered, “One forty, maybe a little more.”
 
   “He can ride with me on Wings,” I suggested to Jason.
 
   “But you said two people couldn’t—”
 
   “No. I said you and I couldn’t…you’re too big. But Wings can handle this kid and me.”
 
   “He’ll be touching you…all day,” Jason growled.
 
   “I won’t touch her,” the kid said, sounding frantic. “Why would I touch her? Not that there’s something wrong with her, you know? I’d totally touch her…no, I mean…shit!”
 
   “Hush,” I told the teenage boy. Under all that blood, he truly was adorable. He’d probably been a heartbreaker at his high school before the world went to hell.
 
   “He’s just a kid, Jason,” I implored, raising his palm to my lips. “Besides, if he’s riding with me, he can make sure I don’t fall off. You and Chris both keep telling me about how I’m swaying in the saddle.”
 
   After a moment of thought, Jason answered, “Fine, but he’s your responsibility. And if he steps one foot wrong, he’s out.” Despite his harsh warning, something in his eyes told me he was glad I’d given him a reason to say yes.
 
   “I won’t step a foot wrong. I swear!” the kid promised.
 
   “Thank you. You’re a very good man,” I whispered to Jason, wishing I could wash the sour taste from my mouth so I could kiss him. “Um…you don’t have any gum, by any chance, do you?”
 
   “Uh, yeah, I think I do.” Miraculously, after fishing around in several pockets, Jason pulled out a deliciously minty stick of breath relief wrapped in its pretty foil package.
 
   “Oh my God! You’re so amazing!” I moaned after the first few chews.
 
   Jason chuckled but said nothing. Catching the devilish glint in his eyes, I turned rosy.
 
   “What’s your name?” I asked the young man as we exited the yurt. 
 
   “Carlos.”
 
   “Carlos,” Jason said. “Go wash that shit off.” He motioned toward the lakeshore a few yards away. “And do it quickly.” The kid obeyed, even though the lake water had to be painfully cold.
 
   Eventually, we made our way back to our campsite, stopping briefly at Carlos’s tent so he could change and gather his things. The scene surrounding us was utterly heart-breaking—some people wailed and moaned on the ground, while others screamed and tore at their hair. Even the other Prophets seemed to have been set free from Mandy’s control, and they looked equally as miserable as everyone else. What did she do to these people? Will they ever be okay again? Despair, self-hatred, and guilt clouded the impermanent village, and I couldn’t help but think, Zoe would be in hell right now.
 
   When we reached our companions, Jason introduced Carlos and said, “From now on, we avoid all groups of people larger than our own until we get to the Colony, understand?” While we’d been at Carlos’s tent, I’d filled the others in on everything that had happened inside the Temple, so nobody argued with the need to pack up and leave as quickly as possible.
 
   Everyone nodded, except Holly and Hunter. “I’m staying here,” Holly said.
 
   Jason studied her face for a long moment. “Are you sure?”
 
   She nodded. “It’s just too hard without Dalton…He was a good friend, and I really need a change. Besides, I think these people could use all the help they can get.” She was right; the crowd of strangers seemed lost, completely helpless.
 
   Hunter stepped up beside Holly. “I’m staying too.”
 
   “It’s your decision,” Jason said and nodded toward the horses. “You can keep your horses and a goat each, but the rest of the animals come with us. We’ve got too much shit to give up a pack horse.”
 
   They agreed, we all said tearful goodbyes, and they disappeared among the despairing survivors. It was surprisingly difficult to watch them walk away, considering I hadn’t known either of them well. But Holly and Hunter had been there, unrequested but constant companions, for a month. Will we ever see them again?
 
   I shook my head, reminding myself it wasn’t the time for long, introspective moments. “We should probably get going,” I said to nobody in particular.
 
   “I know,” Jason said.
 
   “We can still get a pretty good day’s ride in.”
 
   “I know. Pack it up, guys.”
 
   “It’d be nice to have some daylight by the time we make camp today…especially with that promise you made earlier,” I said, looking at Jason with wide, innocent eyes. There were several scandalous things I’d been planning to do with him in the light of day. Besides, I needed something to focus on other than the image of Mandy’s mutilated body.
 
   “I know, Red,” Jason said, his eyes blazing. “Everyone, move your asses!”
 
   “You’re riding with me, kid,” I told Carlos after everything was loaded back onto the pack animals.
 
   “Kid?” he asked dubiously. “I’m bigger than you!”
 
   “Stick with ‘kid’ and things’ll go easier for you. At least, as long as you’re riding with me. Trust me,” I said. Out loud I followed with, “Have you ever ridden a horse?”
 
   Carlos nodded. “My abuelo owned a ranch in Texas. We’d visit every summer. He had a bunch of horses.”
 
   “Well, hop up then. We need to get going.” It was definitely going to be nice to have another person in the group who knew their way around a horse.
 
   It took us a few tries to figure out the best position for two riders, but we settled for Carlos in the saddle with me wedged between the horn and his lap—it only worked because I was petite enough to fit. It wasn’t exactly comfortable, but the young man could easily hold me in place if I started to sway. Unfortunately, Jason’s jaw clenched every time he looked at us. I was getting the distinct feeling the arrangement wouldn’t last for long.
 
   “There are rules,” I told Carlos as the horses trudged along the snow-laden highway later that morning. “Well, it’s really just one rule. Do whatever I tell you…or Jason,” I said and felt his body tense against mine. “Don’t worry, it won’t be anything crazy. Besides, if you don’t like life with us, you can always leave.”
 
   “I heard what you said back there…about making the big guy agree to take out anyone like Mandy,” Carlos said. “I want in. And…I won’t leave you.”
 
   “It’s your choice,” I told him.
 
   “That’s why I won’t leave you,” he said softly, and I nearly crumbled into tears. To have no will, no choice, was abominable. I clung to the hope that the Colony would prevent us, including the young man sitting behind me, from ever falling into such a twisted trap again.
 
    
 
   ~~~~~
 
    
 
   That evening, after we’d put in another full day on horseback and had set up camp, the sun ruined my indecent plans by setting—not that it stopped Jason. At the first opportunity, he dragged me into our tent and practically tore off my clothes.
 
   “I don’t care if I have to walk. You’re not riding in that kid’s lap again,” he stated, removing our final pieces of clothing.
 
   “Fine.” I lured him down to the sleeping bags, pushed him onto his back, and straddled his hips. “I’d rather ride in your lap anyway,” I whispered, sheathing him inside me and savoring his satisfied groan. I spent the rest of the evening showing him just how much I really meant those words.
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   Zoe
 
    
 
    
 
   “Wake up!” Sarah hissed near my ear. It felt like I’d barely closed my eyes when she tore the blankets off me. “Wake up!”
 
   “Whaaaat?” I whined, peeling my eyes open. The remnants of another restless night made my head feel like an overgrown jungle of thorny thoughts. Ever since Jake told us that Clara had held some sort of power over Tanya, I hadn’t been able to shake a feeling of dread. When Clara wasn’t in my dreams, my dying mother was. It had been days since I’d had any restful sleep.
 
   “I need your full attention—every single drop of it. Come on.” Hurrying to the drapes, Sarah pulled them open, and the light of dawn stung my eyes. 
 
   “The sun is barely up,” I groaned, but my complaint fell on deaf ears. “What’s so important,” I huffed. “And why so early?” I stretched and wiggled in bed, trying to shake off the fog of bad dreams and to loosen my achy muscles—training had resumed and was kicking my ass. 
 
   “Listen to me closely, Zoe. I need the brutal honesty you’ve always been so good at giving…to other people.”
 
   My eyebrows pulled together as I considered her words. “I’m going to assume there was some flattery in there somewhere.” 
 
   Sarah waved my words aside and began pacing. 
 
   Groaning again, I sat up. The thought of leaving the pillow-top mattress made me even grumpier. “Do I look as bad as I feel?”
 
   “Yes, probably,” Sarah answered as she appraised my appearance.
 
   I folded my arms and leaned back against the pillows, annoyed. “That was a rhetorical question, Sarah. Now, get on with it. What’s going on?” She was anxious, still pacing back and forth. Her hair bounced in its ponytail with each troubled step. “What?”
 
   Pausing, Sarah looked at me through pleading, tired eyes. “I think I’m…I think I’m pregnant.”
 
   “What!” I screeched before I could stop myself. Sarah having a child seemed like a cruel joke, but I could feel her turmoil and immediately felt horrible for thinking that. Seeing the pathetic look in her eyes, I made an effort to regain my composure. “I mean, are you sure?”
 
   Shaking her head, Sarah resumed her preoccupied stride. “Not completely, but I missed my period. It was supposed to come over a week ago. I’m starting to assume the worst.”
 
   “What are you gonna do?” Astonishment softened my voice. 
 
   She hurried over to the bed. “That’s what I need your brutal honesty for, Zoe. I’m freaking out.” Her chest was rising and falling like she’d just run up a dozen flights of stairs, and I could hear hysteria creeping into her voice. “I need you to tell me what to do.”
 
   “You don’t know for sure that you’re pregnant,” I reminded her.
 
   “Again, I’m starting to assume the worst.” She walked toward the window, popping each of her knuckles as she stared outside.
 
   Realizing the implication of her words—that being pregnant would be a worst-case scenario—I asked, “I know it’s not ideal, given the circumstances, but would you never want a baby with Biggs?”
 
   “Do I seem like mother material to you? Because I’m pretty sure I’d make a terrible one. Not to mention, this isn’t the best time to be procreating.” Curling a tendril of her hair around her finger, she resumed her pacing by walking to the door and then back again.
 
   “Don’t you…you know…use protection? I mean, how did this happen? No, don’t answer that.” I squeezed my eyes shut and shook my head, trying to dispel the images I’d conjured.
 
   “I was on the pill for a while, but I ran out. We were being careful, but there were a couple of times when we got a little…forgetful, I guess you could say.” Her eyes were fearful. “This is huge, Zoe! What if he doesn’t want a kid?”
 
   Resting the back of my head against the top of the mahogany headboard, I thought of Biggs and knew he’d be a great father. He had enough patience and compassion for the both of them. I smiled, trying to placate Sarah. “Don’t jump to conclusions, okay? First, let’s talk to Harper and see if you’re right. You might just be late. Then we’ll worry about Biggs and what to do, okay?”
 
   Sarah nodded and seated herself on the edge of the bed, biting her fingernails nervously. “I’ve been feeling sort of sick lately,” she confessed while I got dressed. “I thought it was because of stress…maybe with Clara and the whole Jake thing, but my gut’s telling me that’s just wishful thinking.”
 
   “Well, there’s only one way to find out. I’ll go get Harper, and you can tell him what you told me. He’ll know what to do.” I headed toward the door.
 
   “But what if he tells Riley?”
 
   I stopped in my tracks. “You should tell him. You’re right, Sarah, this is huge. Biggs needs to know.”
 
   “I will tell him. I’m just scared. I’ve never been in this position before. What if the thought of me being pregnant is revolting to him?” she whined.
 
   Placing my hands firmly on Sarah’s shoulders, I looked into her eyes and very carefully said, “Whatever happens, just remember that Biggs loves you. He’ll be supportive. He would want to know that you’re this upset.” I straightened. “Who knows, he might even be able to make you feel better about the whole thing.” I flashed a supportive smile and crossed the room to the door. “I’ll be right back…try to think of fairies and princesses while I’m gone,” I said, trying to lighten the mood before I scuttled out of the room.
 
   “That’s not funny!” she called through the door.
 
   I searched the first floor, listening for muffled voices that would give away my companions’ whereabouts. As I was heading into the library, I heard the steady footsteps of someone hurrying up behind me. Unwanted, Biggs’s lust for Sarah and images of her tussled hair and naked body infiltrated my mind. Eww…Crap! 
 
   “Hey Zoe,” Biggs called out as he ran up to me. “Have you seen Sarah?”
 
   I smiled as convincingly as I could, trying to force the images of them having sex from my mind. Friggin’ stallion. “She’s in my room. Girl talk stuff,” I said nonchalantly, fleeing into the library before he could get any more information out of me. “We’ll be done soon.” 
 
   He followed me, and I wondered why he was suddenly feeling sympathetic. Strange. When I faced him, he shook his head and said, “I’m sorry, Zoe. Harper told me about your whole…prophecy thing. I mean, I knew about it before, but I guess I just didn’t know all the details. You doing okay?” 
 
   I was instantly confused, knowing I didn’t possess any sort of prophetic ability, but I nodded anyway. 
 
   “That’s gotta be weird to think about,” he said. 
 
   Oblivious to what he was talking about, I fished for a satisfying explanation. “Yeah…” I nodded again. “What are your thoughts about the whole thing?” Biggs was always so chatty—I hoped that, if I kept him talking long enough, I could get some answers.
 
   “Honestly, I’m not surprised by much anymore. But man, I can’t imagine how it feels to know someone predicted your death.” He placed a supportive hand on my shoulder and slowly shook his head. “I’m just glad I’m not in Jake’s shoes. I don’t know how I’d handle knowing I was predestined to cause someone’s death. It’s all pretty crazy, right?” He paused, waiting for me to agree.
 
   “Yeah, it’s…weird,” I said hollowly, trying not to let his words overwhelm me. A few seconds passed as I grasped for some kind of understanding. My confusion turned to shock, and finally betrayal took root in the pit of my stomach as Biggs’s words sank deeper. A prophecy that I would die because of Jake? And no one said anything to me? Every nerve in my body bristled with unease as Jake’s confusing behavior toward me started to make sense.
 
   Biggs’s eyes widened, and I could feel his acute discomfort. “But you made it through, yay…” His fist pump was weak, and he forced a timid smile before his face dropped. “You didn’t know about any of that, did you?” He ran his fingers through his short, blonde hair, clearly distressed. “Shit.”
 
   “Nope,” I said slowly, my voice low with disbelief and anger.
 
   “Okay…so…I’m gonna go now. Will you send Sarah down when you ladies are done chatting, please?”
 
   “Sure,” I said flatly, and Biggs hurried away. Turning on my heel, I marched toward the dining room, hoping to find Harper.
 
   The fact that Harper and Jake hadn’t told me such a huge secret—about me—pissed me off. After everything I’d been through with Jake, he hadn’t uttered a word, and Harper, who I’d thought was my friend, had been just as secretive. How the hell did I not sense this?
 
   Harper and Sanchez were debating whether we should stay or leave as I stomped through the swinging kitchen door and into the dining room. I tried to remember that Sarah needed my help and that I had to focus on her situation, not mine, but when Harper smiled warmly at me, anger heated my cheeks, and I glared at him. 
 
   Sanchez turned in her seat to face me. “Yes, Zoe?” 
 
   I ignored her. Refusing to look at either of them, I stared at the crystal chandelier hanging above the oversized mahogany table. “Harper, Sarah needs you upstairs…in my room.” When they said nothing, I added, “It’s sort of important,” hastily turned, and walked away.
 
   Hoping I wouldn’t run into anyone else before reaching the sanctuary of my room, I hurried toward the entryway. Unfortunately, as I got to the foyer, Jake and Cooper strolled in through the front door. I ignored the warmth in Jake’s eyes as I hurried up the left staircase and disappeared into my room. I slammed the door behind me.
 
   “You okay?” When I heard Sarah’s trembling voice, I was instantly grateful it wasn’t me sitting on the bed, crying about pregnancy and babies. She fiddled with the hem of the sheets, and her eyes were red-rimmed and puffy.
 
   Forcing a smile, I answered, “Yeah, fine. Harper’s on his way. We’ll get this figured out, don’t worry. Everything’ll be okay, you’ll see.” I sat down on the bed beside her, wringing my hands with unease. 
 
   A light knock on the door startled me, and Harper popped his head in. “Can I come in?”
 
   His nice-guy charm was suddenly irritating. “Of course you can. I asked you to come up here, didn’t I?” 
 
   His relaxed facial features hardened at my curt tone. “Whoa, who spit in your porridge this morning?” he asked incredulously as he strolled into the room. 
 
   “We’ll talk later,” I said with false cheer and stood. “You need to focus on Sarah right now.” I walked to the window, hoping to find a distraction floating on the choppy waters of the lake below. I listened as Sarah explained her situation and as Harper encouraged her to believe that everything would be alright, no matter the outcome. Eventually, I tuned them out entirely.
 
   I thought of better, simpler times, when the most difficult decisions I had to make were which shifts I wanted to take at Earl’s or which art pieces I wanted to showcase at the gallery. I wanted to worry about what to wear to work and not have to deal with freakish Abilities or Crazies or prophetic secrets.
 
   A despairing whine snapped me out of my daydreams, and I turned to face the bed. Sarah had received a positive result from a urine test, and her eyes were again filled with tears. She threw herself back onto the bed, moaning and cursing about the unfairness of it all.
 
   Not knowing what to say, Harper and I stood awkwardly beside the bed. “Good thing I had what we needed,” he said under his breath.
 
   “Are you sure?” Sarah asked, oblivious to his comment. “I mean, should we run the test again?”
 
   He sighed. “We’ve done it three times, Sarah. I’m 99 percent sure you’re pregnant. You need to tell Biggs.” 
 
   Before Sarah could argue, a voice from near the doorway startled us. “Did I hear my name?” Biggs peeked around the door, his eyes falling upon his distraught girlfriend, who immediately sprang to her feet. “What’s wrong, Babe?” He saw her teary, swollen eyes, and hurrying over to her, wrapped his arms around her. Sarah shook in his hold, divulging the news between staggered breaths.
 
   “But that’s great news!” he shouted and looked around the room. “Did you hear that? We’re having a baby!” 
 
   “It’s still the very early stages,” Harper cautioned him from the attached bathroom as he washed his hands.
 
   But Biggs didn’t seem to hear Harper, or he didn’t care. Instead, he lifted Sarah up and swung her around like she’d just accepted his marriage proposal—only, her face was blotchy and distressed, while his was filled with immense joy.
 
   “You want to have a baby?” Sarah asked in between his laughing and hooting. 
 
   “Of course I do…don’t you?” When Sarah didn’t say anything, Biggs’s enthusiasm deflated. I could feel his joy drain from him as he looked into her frightened eyes.
 
   “I’m not sure how to be a mom,” she said truthfully, watching his face for another heartbreaking reaction. “And, I can’t say we’re living in a baby-safe environment. We don’t even know where we’re going from one week to the next.” Her lip quivered. “We’re like…bums.”
 
   I stifled a laugh before it could escape my throat.
 
   Biggs’s eyes continued to watch Sarah closely—so did mine—as she deliberated aloud. “What if something happens during the pregnancy or birth or after? There’re no hospitals, no medicine…”
 
   He gently pulled her toward him, and she shuffled into his arms once more. Resting his chin on the top of her wild hair, he sighed. “Things may never get better, Babe, but I know that I don’t want to stop living after we’ve survived so much.” His eyes were suddenly alive again and his tone elated. “I could teach the baby everything about survival…at least everything that I know. We have Zoe and Harper and everyone to help us. We won’t be alone…” He searched her eyes for some sort of acceptance. “Sarah?”
 
   As she brushed away a stray tear, her face widened with an unexpected smile. “It sounds kinda nice when you say it like that.”
 
   Biggs gathered her up into his arms and carried her out of the room. “I’m gon-na be-a dad-dy! I’m gon-na be-a dad-dy!” His chant echoed throughout the cavernous house, and Sarah’s giggles faded as they disappeared down the hall.
 
   Distracted by the excitement, I hadn’t noticed Harper coming up beside me until I saw him out of the corner of my eye.
 
   “Now,” he said and paused. “What’s wrong? Are you pregnant too?” 
 
   I rolled my eyes. “You have to have sex to get pregnant,” I snapped, turning to face him.
 
   “Hey, I offered,” he teased, but I ignored him. “Well, then, what’s wrong with you?”
 
   I gave him a withering stare. “What do you think?” 
 
   He shrugged, clearly annoyed.
 
   “Damn it, Harper. Why am I the last to know about this prophecy thing between you and Jake? What the hell’s going on?” 
 
   Harper’s look of frustration disappeared, and his eyes clouded with guilt. He sighed and sat down on the edge of the bed. “Sorry.”
 
   “Don’t I get any explanation? Biggs mentioned something about Jake being involved in my death like it’s common knowledge. Apparently you’ve all known about it for a while, and all I get is ‘Sorry’? How long did you guys know I was supposed to die?” I paced, trying to ignore the regretful look on his face.
 
   “First of all, we didn’t tell you because we didn’t know if it was true. Jake sure as hell didn’t…at least, not until he actually saw you for the first time. And even then he wasn’t sure if he should believe it. This is all so surreal; you know that as well as anyone. We didn’t know what to do. This is new for all of us, Zoe.” He finally took a breath. “I’m sorry you feel—”
 
   “Betrayed? Frustrated? Pissed?” I seethed.
 
   “Yeah, but this has been hard on all of us too. We didn’t know what to do,” he repeated. “There’s no manual.”
 
   “No shit,” I spat. I couldn’t decide what was bothering me the most—that I hadn’t known what was going on or that I felt betrayed.
 
   Suddenly, fear bubbled up, replacing the anger that had laced my words only moments before. “I could’ve tried to protect myself, H.” 
 
   When Harper threw his arms up in exasperation, I walked toward the stairs. I suddenly felt claustrophobic and needed to get out of the room.
 
   “We didn’t know it was Clara, Zoe.” I could hear his footsteps on the landing behind me, and I paused at the top of the stairs. “We didn’t know if it would really happen. Jake was only told that you’d die and he’d be the cause, but how were we supposed to know if that was true? It’s not much to go off of so why tell you? So you can stew in fear for who knows how long?”
 
   Groaning, I sat down on the top step. Too many questions floated in my head, so I grabbed the most tangible one. “Who told him this…prophecy?”
 
   I looked back at Harper when he didn’t answer. He shoved his hands into his pockets. “Why don’t you talk to him about it? He knows the details,” he said quietly. 
 
    Just then, Jake stepped into the entryway and looked up at us. Based on his somber expression, I could tell he’d overheard our conversation—but I wasn’t ready to talk to him about it.
 
   “I want to be alone,” I said quietly, standing. I passed Harper and went back into my bedroom, closing the door behind me.
 
   “We all decided to not tell you,” Harper called through the door. “It wasn’t just Jake’s decision.” Eventually, I heard him pad down the stairs, exchanging muffled words with Jake. I tried to ignore them and sat on the bed.
 
   My mind was a bottomless pit of questions. In an effort to avoid them, I thought about Sarah and her baby. I worried about her—while Sarah had been born into wealth and luxury, her child would be born into more primitive circumstances—no prenatal care, no epidurals, no pediatricians. We were still learning about how to survive in our new life—about the Abilities and about the Crazies.  How can she possibly take care of a kid? There were too many uncertainties, and I certainly wasn’t convinced she’d make the best post-apocalyptic mother. 
 
   “Well, I’d be pissed too!” Sarah shouted, her voice jarring me from my musings. She flung open my bedroom door; apparently privacy was a foreign concept to her. “There you are! Is everything okay? Riley told me what happened. It’s so creepy,” she said and sat down beside me. She rested her hand on my shoulder in an attempt to comfort me. 
 
   I didn’t want to talk about my situation, so I smiled reassuringly. “I’m fine. I’m just glad you’re doing okay.” I gestured to her tummy.
 
   “The more I think about it, the happier I get, especially around Riley. There’s a lot that needs to be worked out, but we have a while, right?” Her smile spread from ear to ear as she beckoned me to follow her downstairs. “I told Riley I wanted to wait for you before we started,” she said, but stopped and stood at the foot of the stairs. Turning to me, she began squealing and dancing in place, unable to control her excitement.
 
   “Was that the Running Man?” I laughed as she pulled me into a hug before scampering through the foyer.
 
   “It’s so strange—I mean, a lot of things are strange—but how much has changed in the last two hours is really weird,” she said as we paraded down a long hallway toward the kitchen. “I was so scared before. But Riley’s so happy that I can’t be upset or worried, no matter how hard I try. You should see him, Zoe. You think I’m crazy, but he hasn’t stopped celebrating since I told him. How can I be pessimistic about this whole thing when he’s so ecstatic?”
 
   As I continued following her, I couldn’t imagine having a baby at such a troubling time, but I smiled anyway. “You can’t.”
 
   She tugged me along, and we practically fell through the doorway into the lavish kitchen. To my surprise, about fifteen different bottles of liquor were lined up atop the green granite-topped island in the center of the room.
 
   “Holy…Where’d you get all the booze?” I asked.
 
   “My dad has an extensive liquor cabinet. It’s about as big as a wine cellar—normal people’s wine cellars, I mean. Anyway, I took out what I thought you could use. There’s more in there if this isn’t enough.”
 
   “I think this is plenty…but what do I need this for, exactly? I’m not planning on needing my stomach pumped at ten in the morning.”
 
   “I’ve volunteered you to be the bartender during today’s festivities. Duh!”
 
   I was instantly confused. “Newsflash, Sarah. Drinking is generally frowned upon in your current condition.”
 
   She swatted my arm. “Yeah, well, I’m not drinking, at least not alcohol, but that doesn’t mean no one else can. Besides, I know you can make me a fancy, nonalcoholic drink that will make me feel special, and I can pretend I’m partaking with you. Consider this a baby shower…Jake recovery celebration…thing. And we can’t celebrate without drinks; it’s absurd.” She dismissed the thought with a wave and gestured to the array of bottles before me like the Vanna White of distillates.
 
   I laughed, looking at the impressive collection. Deciding I could definitely use a drink—or three—I canvassed the assorted bottles, determining what type of potion I should concoct first.
 
   Tequila…hangover city.
 
   Rum…tempting.
 
   Vodka…I could definitely get creative.
 
   Knowing Sarah liked berries, I settled on vodka crans to start, using carbonated water to liven up her drink a bit, and contemplated what our next libation might be.
 
   Although I was still irked by my recent discovery, I was determined to play nice with everyone for Sarah’s sake. I wanted to enjoy a few drinks with my friends, even if my oblivion would only last for the day.
 
   Jake and Cooper showed up moments after I made the first round of drinks, and gratefully, Biggs and Harper enlisted Jake’s help with something outside, so there was no awkwardness or opportunity to talk.
 
   After a toast to the proud parents-to-be, we started prepping for an early, very large lunch—baked beans, venison freshly killed by Jake and Cooper, pasta salad with a balsamic vinaigrette, canned corn, and skillet cornbread. As we laughed and dirtied the kitchen, my mind periodically wandered to Jake, and I found myself pouring stronger drinks with each new round.
 
   Eventually, we all made our way out onto the back porch. Harper and Jake manned the grill, babysitting their drinks while I downed mine, hoping my variations of lemon drops and cosmos would keep my spirits up. Although the cocktails were a little girlie for my taste, I drank them happily, knowing Sarah was giddy over their virgin counterparts.
 
   We continued celebrating into the late afternoon. Sarah basked in the attention she received from Biggs, but no matter how much she played the happy mother-to-be around him, I knew she was still wary when he wasn’t there.
 
   Biggs, on the other hand, was too happy to be even a little bit pessimistic. I continued refilling his glass as his toasts became more and more frequent. Being the observant, well-practiced bartender I was, I noticed Jake had stopped drinking after a few shots of whiskey, and Harper was still nursing his second rum and Coke. Sanchez and the guys chatted, lounging in the wicker chairs that were scattered along the wraparound porch. They paused periodically, watching Sarah and me with amusement—I was intoxicated, but Sarah was just plain silly.
 
   “Can we have pink ones next?” she begged, and I conceded, giving in to her every whim. In turn, I became less coherent. I knew I’d need to slow down if I was going to make it to sunset.
 
   Putting a CD titled “Songs that Rock” into the stereo, I pressed play. I wasn’t shocked when I heard the high-pitched voices of a pubescent boy band emanating from the speakers.
 
   “Oh my God, Sarah, this is hilarious,” I barked, laughing. “I can’t believe this is one of your ‘songs that rock’.”
 
   “I love this song!” she exclaimed, the white-washed boards of the porch creaking under her feet as she danced around. I was gasping to catch my breath in between bouts of laughter, trying not to pee my pants as the songs continued—each more ridiculous than the last, just like Sarah’s dance moves.
 
   Eventually Biggs zeroed in on me, tugging on my arms and trying to pull me up from my perch on a chaise. “Come on, Zoe. You haven’t danced all day!”
 
   Resisting, I said, “Thanks, Biggs, but I’m not drunk enough to start dancing. Especially not to this. Sorry, buddy.”
 
   “Nope, no more excuses. Sarah told me you ladies used to go out dancing, so come on!” He continued pulling on me, and as my drink sloshed in my glass, I relented, if only to avoid a spill.
 
   “Uncle, uncle!” I conceded, but Biggs kept at it. “Okay! One second!” Downing what remained of my drink, I set the glass aside and followed him over to where a completely sober Sarah flailed and sang.
 
   With each unsteady step, I realized how drunk I actually was—I swore that I was done drinking for the night. The sun was low, and the sky would be full of vibrant colors soon…I hoped I would make it that long. As we started dancing, I stumbled, barely catching myself before falling. Biggs threw me around, attempting his own rendition of swing—he was three sheets to the wind, so our movements may not have qualified as dancing, exactly. 
 
   When I flashed a “please rescue me” glance at Harper, he smiled, getting out of his chair and sauntering over to us. “Mind if I step in?” 
 
   Biggs shook his head and returned his attention to Sarah. 
 
   As Harper gathered me into his arms, a classic rock song blared from the speakers, and his eyes lit up. “This was my sister’s favorite song,” he said.
 
   “You have a sister?” I’d sort of expected it. As much as he flirted, he was also protective and brotherly.
 
   Twirling me, he said, “I have three, actually…or I had three. All younger.” There was sadness in his voice I understood too well.
 
   “You’ve never mentioned them,” I thought aloud.
 
   “I know. It’s hard to talk about life before.”
 
   I nodded and rested my cheek on his shoulder.
 
   “You surprise me, Baby Girl,” Harper whispered.
 
   Lifting my head, I cocked it to the side and studied his face. “What d’you mean?”
 
   He chuckled. “I thought you used to be a bartender, but you aren’t holding your liquor as well as I’d expect.” 
 
   Feeling defensive, I tensed. “We’ve been drinking for, like, five hours or something. I’m not a linebacker, you know.”
 
   “Calm down. I’m just saying…” He watched me curiously, and I scowled in return. “And it’s been more like seven hours,” he added.
 
   “Oy,” I muttered. “I rest my case.”
 
   Smirking, Harper said, “You’re funny,” before tightening his hold on me. Again, I leaned my head on his shoulder and closed my eyes, feeling like I might float away as we swayed to the rhythm of the music.
 
   “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you,” he said guiltily.
 
   I instantly knew what he was talking about, and in my intoxication, his sincere apology was all I needed to forgive him.
 
   He pulled away so he could see my face. “I would’ve wanted to know too. I didn’t think about it like that. I know you would’ve told me, and I should’ve done the same for you.”
 
   I nodded, trying not to get emotional in my drunken haze. “It’s okay,” I slurred, repositioning myself in the comfort of his arms. 
 
   After a couple more songs played, I decided it was best to extricate myself from Harper’s hold—before I got too comfortable and passed out standing up. Opening my eyes, I saw Jake watching me. I smiled shyly at him before turning my head to face the opposite way.
 
   I was glad no one else in our group could feel people’s emotions and see their memories like I could. I couldn’t imagine someone glimpsing into the unruly depths of my consciousness. 
 
   After giving Harper a peck on the cheek, I took a step back. The world spun a little as I turned and walked down the porch steps. The music was giving me a headache, and the serenity of the lake seemed like the perfect solution.
 
   “Where are you going?” Harper called.
 
   “Just taking a breather!” I yelled back as I wandered down the path and disappeared into the trees.
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   Dizzily, I trudged to the lake. The crickets were silent as I walked, only resuming their chirping song when I settled myself on the end of the dock. I pulled my legs up against my chest and looked out at the ripples in the water, wondering what lived beneath the lake’s surface. If Dani were here, she’d be daring me to jump into the frigid water. Not a chance, I thought drunkenly.
 
   I was glad I’d lasted long enough to see the sunset—burnt orange and pink filled the sky as the sun sank behind the hills, its rays casting a glowing haze over the forest. It was strange to think that the same sun had shone in the skies over Fort Knox. So much had happened at the base, it seemed like a lifetime had been folded into mere weeks. 
 
   A gust of wind shook me from thoughts of darker times, and I hugged my legs closer. I was in no state of mind to go back to the others, so I rested my head on my knees and closed my eyes, hoping the forest would stop spinning around me. 
 
   Unfortunately, my solitude was disrupted by the sound of two-by-fours creaking under slow, heavy footsteps.
 
   “You doing okay?” Jake’s voice rumbled. 
 
   My eyes flew open, but I didn’t move. “Fine. Just thought I’d get some air,” I said, hoping the extent of my drunkenness wasn’t completely obvious.
 
   “Are you sure you’re fine? I watched you wobble out here.”
 
   I looked back at Jake, who’d stopped a few steps behind me, and gave him an evil stare before refocusing on the gently rippling surface of the water. I reminded myself not to be distracted by his alluring ruggedness; I was still hurt he’d withheld such alarming information from me.
 
   It was silent for a moment before he spoke. “So you heard.”
 
   “Yeah,” I said. “You should’ve told me.” Although I didn’t want to have such an important conversation in my jumbled state, I was curious about the truth.
 
   Jake took a step closer and crouched down beside me. “Do you think that would’ve made a difference?”
 
   “Um…yeah!” I blurted. “I can look for trouble better if I know it’s coming. How does no one see that?” I leaned back, uncoiling from my warm ball of body heat.
 
   Jake remained silent for a moment, then sullenly said, “I didn’t know if it was true. I thought it was…crazy…until I actually saw you. Then…” He stalled. “I still couldn’t really believe it. I didn’t want to tell you beforehand because you’d worry all the time, and I was still trying to figure out what I should do when…”
 
   His ambivalence toward me from the moment we met—the first time he saved my life—suddenly made sense. “That’s why you stayed after you killed Jones and Taylor?” I asked, looking over at him curiously. I was secretly surprised I’d connected the dots after so many drinks. “You told me you were leaving, but you stayed.”
 
   There was something thoughtful about his demeanor as he stood and looked out at the lake. Is he searching for the answers he thinks I want to hear?
 
   “Just be honest with me,” I pleaded softly.
 
   “I didn’t know what the hell to do,” he said roughly. I could feel his uncertainty and frustration. “I didn’t know how you’d die or how I’d cause it. I thought the whole thing was ridiculous. But if there was any truth to it, I didn’t know whether I should stay…or just leave.” He looked down at me attentively. The light reflecting off the water’s surface brightened his usually shadowed features. “Then you said you were going to Colorado on your own, and I knew that was a bad idea. I told Sanchez everything. I hoped she could change your mind, but she didn’t know what to do either.”
 
   I still didn’t understand. “What do you mean you’d ‘cause’ my death? Who told you that, anyway?”
 
   Shoving his hands into his coat pockets, Jake looked back out at the water. “‘She’ll die because of you’,” he said forcefully. “‘The woman with the long black hair and teal eyes…you’ll save her, but she’ll die because of you.’ That was the last thing my sister said before she died.”
 
   Hearing his words, I felt sick to my stomach. I closed my eyes, trying to forget the feeling of impending death—both during Taylor’s attack and during the poisoning.
 
   Sitting up, I sighed heavily and massaged my temples. “I still can’t believe I didn’t see any of this.”
 
   “I told you you’re not very good at reading people.” He looked down at me, smiling playfully.
 
   I was surprised by his attempt at humor, and I couldn’t help but grin. “So, do you always joke at my expense or am I just lucky to be around when you’re in such a good mood?”
 
   “You’re just lucky, I guess.” His sexy smile made my insides flutter.
 
   “Your sister was like Harper,” I said, abruptly changing the subject. In my intoxicated stupor, it had taken me a moment to process Jake’s earlier words. 
 
   He nodded. “I didn’t know what was wrong with Becca then, but they said they’d seen cases like hers and could help us.” I knew he meant the military people I’d been introduced to through his memories. “She must’ve seen what they were gonna do to her.”
 
   I became lost in thought, wondering what future horrors Becca had viewed that would make killing herself seem like the best option.
 
   Jake’s eyes turned imploring. “I’m not going to let you go there alone. I know we aren’t sure the same people are involved with the Colony, but why take the chance? Think of what they might do to you if they find out about your Ability.”
 
   Instantly, I was furious. He had no right to tell me what to do. “You’re not gonna let me? I’m going…and I’m going alone. Nothing’s changed,” I told him, but the moment I said the words, I knew they weren’t true, and Jake’s expression confirmed it.
 
   “Right.” He shook his head and stalked passed me, back toward the shore.    
 
   I struggled to stand. “Just because you saved my life doesn’t mean you get to tell me what to do!” I called after him, surprised by the desperation in my voice. The sound of Jake’s footsteps on the dock reinforced the distance growing between us—our relationship seemed to be unraveling before it even started. 
 
   “Fine,” he said, and my heart seemed to constrict at the coldness of that single word.
 
   Shit. My head was a jumbled mess of wishes, desires, and frustrations…and drunkenness. Stumbling after him, I yelled, “What exactly do you want from me, Jake? You want honesty? You want me to tell you that I want you? That I need you? Well it’s true, and it drives me insane.” My breathing was ragged.
 
   “You want me to go back to pushing you away? Done,” he said flatly and continued walking.
 
   “Really? Just like that? You act like it would be so easy—”
 
   He stopped and turned, glaring at me like I’d slapped him in the face. “It won’t be easy,” he said heatedly. “But you’re either so busy worrying that nothing will work out, or too scared that it will, that you’re not even willing to try. If not having me in your life is easier for you, then fine.” He started to walk away again. 
 
   I knew he was right, but I didn’t like him calling me out so easily. I ran after him, but after only a few steps, my feet were moving faster than I could manage and I tripped. Instinctively, I thrust out my hands to break my fall as my knees hit the dock. “Shit,” I hissed as the rough boards scraped my palms.
 
   Even in my drunkenness, embarrassment burned inside me. I sat back on my heels and stared down at my stinging palms, wishing everything with Jake had been easier from the beginning. Instead, since we’d met, we’d been pushing each other away—because of prophecies, stubbornness, and fear.
 
   “Zoe.” I hadn’t realized Jake had stopped walking away until I heard the boards creak under his feet again. “Are you okay?” he asked, his voice a mixture of anger and concern.
 
   “Yeah, I’m fine,” I said pathetically, refusing to look up him. “Just leave me here…maybe the animals’ll drag me away.”
 
   He laughed despite his anger. “That’s not overly dramatic or anything.” Crouching down in front of me, he gripped my arms. “I’ll help you up.”
 
   “Let me, please. I’d at least like to keep some of my dignity intact.” 
 
   Jake let go and took a step back, letting me rise on my own.
 
   Straightening, I looked into his eyes. They radiated an urgency I’d never seen in them before. I tilted my head, trying to decipher the meaning behind his intense expression, and began to feel extremely self-conscious.
 
   “Please don’t look at me like that,” I pleaded quietly. I balled my hands into fists at my sides but couldn’t stop them from trembling. Yearning and despondency floated in the air between us, and I was unable to distinguish his emotions from my own. Mentally exhausted, I closed my eyes and sighed.
 
   “Nothing’s changed, huh?” Jake’s tone willed me to think about everything that had transpired between us during the past few weeks. When I opened my eyes he reached for my hands and examined the minute scrapes on my palms. The heat of his touch swept through me, banishing rational thought.  
 
   “For whatever reason, I know you don’t want to let me in…or maybe you just don’t know how.” He released my hands as he spoke, and I reluctantly let them fall to my sides. “I can’t read your mind, and I don’t understand you half the time…but I know what I want.” His voice sounded calm—confident—but I could feel both fear and hope welling within him. 
 
   Jake’s vulnerability jump-started something inside me.
 
   He moved closer, and his jaw clenched. “What are you afraid of?” I could feel his growing impatience.
 
   “Jake, I—”
 
   Swiftly, one of his hands grasped the back of my neck, tangling in my loose hair, and his lips pressed against mine, fierce and hot. Surprised, I stumbled back, but Jake slipped his arm around my waist, holding me against him. His kiss was greedy, and I drank in his desire. His overwhelming need awakened such an intense thirst in me that I couldn’t get enough of him. 
 
   I clutched handfuls of his jacket to steady myself as he backed me up against the nearest piling. Frenzied, he began to explore my body—his mouth savoring the sensitive skin on my neck and under my jaw, while his hands drifted down my back and lower. A pleasurable ache throbbed between my thighs as he nudged his leg between mine.
 
   My hands ventured up his broad chest, over his shoulders, and combed through his short hair. I crushed his lips harder against mine. As we kissed, lustful images from his mind began to invade mine.  
 
    
 
   Us, panting in unison. My nails digging into his bare back. His teeth grazing my collarbone, and both of us crying out in pleasure.
 
    
 
   A deep groan vibrated in his chest as the images flashed through his mind. I wanted—no, needed—him more than I’d ever needed anyone before. Impulsively, I reached for his belt, fumbling with his buckle.
 
   Jake froze.
 
   Our lips lingered together for a moment, and as he pulled away, I whimpered in protest. I could still feel our combined desire humming through my body, willing me to kiss him again. 
 
   Confused, I looked up at him. “Why are we stopping?” I asked through swollen lips. He took a step back, and my heart seemed to stop completely. “Um, excuse me. Where are you going?” 
 
   Jake shook his head, taking another step backward as he tried to control his breathing. “You’re drunk.”
 
   I scoffed. “I’m not that drunk. Besides, most guys would…” I stopped talking as his eyes flared with warning—Jake wasn’t most guys.
 
   Running his hand over his hair, he reeled in the excitement rolling through him. “I’d like you to remember this tomorrow,” he said, sexual frustration apparent in his tone.
 
   Although I felt slighted by his comment, I let it go. There was no way I could ever forget a moment like that, no matter how many drinks I’d consumed. Knowing what it felt like to have his body pressed against mine made me crave more. I needed to be closer to him, in any way possible.
 
   “I came out here to bring you into the house,” he said with an amused smile. He walked over to the edge of the dock and sat down.
 
   “I’m glad you came out here,” I said, plopping down beside him. 
 
   He glanced at me and lifted his arm, allowing me to nestle against him. I was surprised by how easy it was to be affectionate with him. He was right, a lot had changed.
 
   My fingers explored the waistband of his pants as my mind drifted to heady thoughts of kisses and nakedness and… “What’s this?” I asked, feeling something hard and leather strapped to his belt. “Your knife,” I answered for him. Momentarily distracted, I unclipped it from his belt. 
 
   Jake watched me as I examined it.
 
   “It’s really cool. I like the wood handle.” I held it up in the moonlight. “It looks old. Where’d you get it?”
 
   Jake stared at it for a moment. “Someone gave it to me when I was a kid.” I saw an image of an older man, a grandfather perhaps, flash in his mind. I could tell the knife meant a lot to Jake. 
 
   “I like it.” I flipped open the blade and turned it over on my palm, thinking about how useful a knife would’ve been during the past few weeks. “I should get one.” It was compact enough to store in my pocket, but the blade was menacing and sharp. “It could really do some damage,” I said, slicing it through the air.
 
   “Not a bad idea,” Jake said, reclaiming the knife and putting it away. “But maybe you should wait to practice your slasher moves until you can at least walk without falling.” He glanced over at me with a rueful grin.
 
   “You’re hilarious,” I deadpanned and once again rested my head on his shoulder.
 
   “You ready for bed?” he asked. As he spoke, I could feel his stubble brushing my forehead.
 
   I giggled. “Is that an offer?” 
 
   “You’re feisty when you’re drunk,” he mused.
 
   I shrugged and snuggled closer against him. “Yeah well, you bring out the best in me, what can I say?”
 
   He chuckled. “So, shall we do this the easy way…or the hard way?”
 
   “Do what?” My breath caught as I considered the possibilities.
 
   “I’m taking you inside.”
 
   “Excuse me?” I pulled away and locked eyes with him. “What if I’m not ready to go in?” I asked, pretending to be offended.
 
   Jake shook his head. “Fine, have it your way.” Before I knew what was happening, his arm wrapped around my waist, and he tossed me over his shoulder.
 
   “Jake, put me down!” I ordered. “I can walk just fine!”
 
   “Yeah, and you’ve got the scrapes to prove it.”
 
   “Is that why you’re out here—to make fun of me?” 
 
   He said nothing and continued up the tree-lined path toward the house. 
 
   I began flailing. “Put me down, Jake. This is ridiculous!” My stomach churned. “Ugh…I think I’m gonna be sick.”
 
   “You better not be,” Jake said. 
 
   I wiggled and cussed as he held the backs of my legs down with his right hand.
 
   I continued to struggle against him. “Jake, seriously, put me down. I don’t want to puke on you.” 
 
   “Then don’t. Stop being so squirrelly.” His voice was full of amusement.
 
   Jake carried me through the French doors, into the kitchen, and passed by the living room toward the stairs—everyone else was in the living room, listening to music and chatting.
 
   Amidst my wiggling, Sarah skipped toward us, laughing. “Oh wow, this is priceless,” she said.
 
   “Oh shut up,” I snapped.
 
   “I guess I’ll see you tomorrow,” Sarah said, shaking her head and waving.
 
   “I’m not going to bed! He’s being absurd.” I smacked Jake’s butt. “Put me down!” I demanded.
 
   “Say goodnight, Zoe,” he ordered.
 
   “This is pointless, I’m just coming back down here,” I claimed, but he ignored me. Jake lugged me through the foyer and up the stairs in silence. “I’m serious, Jake!”
 
   “Okay,” he said placatingly, both of us knowing I definitely wouldn’t be coming back down.
 
   My stomach started churning again. “Oh God…you better hurry.” Opening my bedroom door, he took me into the bathroom and set me down on the tile floor. I braced myself against the counter, wishing my head would stop spinning.
 
   “You okay?”
 
   I glared at him in the darkness. “Dandy. Thanks.”
 
   The rest of the night passed by in a blur. All I remembered was crawling into bed—Jake’s fully clothed body curled up beside me. 
 
    
 
   ~~~~~
 
    
 
   The next morning, I woke to the slamming of the front door and frantically looked around the room. My palms were sore and rough from falling on the dock, snagging on the comforter wrapped around me. As I stretched in bed, my knees felt achy, and I figured giant bruises colored them.
 
   I abruptly sat up, pieces of the previous night flashing in my mind. Stunned, I touched my fingers to my mouth at the memory of Jake’s lips on mine, of his body against mine. I glanced over, expecting to see him, but I was in bed alone.
 
   Hearing the slamming of the door again, I crawled out of bed. My head was pounding, and I needed some water…immediately. I trudged into the bathroom, brushed my teeth, and half-heartedly fixed my hair, but I quickly gave up on making myself look more presentable. I slid my slippers on, headed out into the hallway, and stood on the landing. Confused, I took in the chaotic scene below me.
 
   In the front yard, Sarah was screaming at Biggs—I could hear her through the door—while Sanchez and Harper hustled around in the library, Cooper following them excitedly. I watched them in confusion, uncertain what all the fuss was about.
 
   “Is everything okay?” I called down to Harper as he hurried across the foyer.
 
   “Oh…hey, Baby Girl. We’re leaving.” He smiled and wriggled his eyebrows, knowing I’d be happy to hear the news.
 
   My mood brightened instantly. “For Colorado?” I asked hopefully.
 
   He nodded and continued into the piano room—Biggs’s makeshift communications center.
 
   “Wait, what can I do to help?” I asked, running down the stairs, completely forgetting my headache and sore body.
 
   “You can start by getting properly dressed. You look like you just rolled out of bed,” he called from out of sight.
 
   I stood at the foot of the stairs, evaluating my attire. “I did.” Before I could head back upstairs to dress and pack, Jake walked in through the front door, his face drawn. Sarah and Biggs were still shouting at each other in the front yard, and I could tell not everyone was happy to be leaving.
 
   Jake seemed like a different person than he’d been the night before. He had dark circles under his eyes, like he hadn’t slept at all, and his shoulders hung under the weight of his anxiety. I could feel it emanating from him and knew he was dreading returning home.
 
   Timidly, I approached him, unsure what to say. I wanted to console him—to tell him everything would be fine—but I knew I couldn’t promise such a thing. 
 
   “Hey,” I said dumbly.
 
   “Morning.” He managed a weak smile, but he was clearly distracted. He looked at his nonexistent watch. “You slept in.”
 
   “Yeah, I guess I did.” 
 
   Jake was more intimidating without the liquid courage flowing through me. I recalled his concern from the night before—that I wouldn’t remember the kiss—and hoped the heat in my cheeks and my shy grin told him otherwise.
 
   I met his eyes. “So, H told me we’re leaving,” I said to break our silence. 
 
   Jake only nodded. 
 
   “I’m assuming you’re coming too?”
 
   He smirked, finally showing some of the playfulness from the night before. “I told you I can’t let you get yourself into more trouble without me being there. You’re a magnet for it, you know?”
 
   Although he was teasing me, there was truth in his words, and I was grateful to him for skirting around wounding my pride.
 
   The door flung open, and Sarah stomped into the foyer, Biggs trailing behind her. “It’s a horrible idea, Riley, and you know it!” she yelled. 
 
   Biggs stopped in his tracks and looked down at the marble floor. 
 
   When Sarah heard his footsteps come to a halt, she took a deep breath and turned around. “Look, I understand you want to leave with your team. I don’t want them to leave us any more than you do, but we have a baby to think about now. We have a pretty good idea of what we’ll come up against out there, and I don’t want to chance anything. Do you?”
 
   As the scene unfolded, I felt completely out of place. But I stayed anyway.
 
   “And what’ll we do here?” Biggs argued. “We’ll be alone, Sarah. Is that what you want? To sit here and die alone? Eventually that could happen you know? We haven’t even been to the city yet, who knows what condition it’s in. We’re living in a bubble. We can’t stay here forever.”
 
   Biggs walked to Sarah as some small semblance of understanding registered on her face. “I’m only one person, and we have our whole lives ahead of us. We have a baby that’s going to need to be delivered by someone who knows what the hell they’re doing. We can’t stay here out of fear. What if something happened to me? What would you do, alone…with a baby?”
 
   Wiping away her sudden tears, Sarah cleared her throat. “Nothing will happen to you, and we have plenty of food here,” she said, grasping for anything that might change his mind. I could tell that the thought of never seeing her home again was heartbreaking to her.
 
   “Yeah, maybe for a while. But do you really want it to be just you and me for the rest of our lives? I love you, Babe. I really do, but it’d be nice to have someone else to talk to, a family to share our memories with, and friends to laugh with and help us when we need it.”
 
   The tears continued to run freely down Sarah’s face, and Biggs wiped them away with his thumbs. “I don’t want to go.” Her voice was weak as she gasped for air.
 
   “I know, Babe.” He pulled her into a hug, gently rubbing her back and whispering reassurances in her ear. He bent down, gathered her up into his arms, and scaled the stairs toward her bedroom.
 
   I looked back at Jake as he walked out the front door, rubbing the back of his neck as memories of Gabe and Becca flashed in his mind. Cooper whined, his tail hanging low as he trailed behind him. 
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   Zoe
 
    
 
    
 
   After a day of planning and packing, we loaded our clothes, food, medical supplies, and everything else into the two vehicles. Once Sarah had taken a moment to say goodbye to her childhood home, she locked the doors for the final time and joined Biggs in Dave’s truck. Finally, we were headed to Colorado…unsure if we had enough fuel to make it.
 
   Riding in Dave’s truck proved to be too difficult for me because of the memories it provoked. The scratch on the center console reminded me of the many times Sammy had scampered between the front and back seats, and the miniature stuffed Wally—the mascot for the Red Sox—swinging  from the rearview mirror made me think of Dave winning it at the Suffolk County Fair. Although I remembered the happier times we’d shared, my thoughts continuously circled back to our rocky relationship near the end…before his death. Did he suffer? For how long? Was he with Stacey? An hour into the journey, I opted to switch vehicles and ride in the van with Sanchez and Harper. 
 
   “I never asked you what led to the sudden decision to leave,” I said to Harper as we drove through the middle of nowhere, otherwise known as Kansas. “Did something happen?”
 
   Harper considered my question too carefully before answering. “I had an unsettling vision.”
 
   “About…?” I prompted.              
 
   “About Clara, so…Sanchez and I thought it’d be best to leave.” For what seemed like the hundredth time in only a few minutes, Harper glanced into the rearview mirror 
 
   The mere mention of Clara’s name made me feel like a million invisible spiders were scurrying over my skin, and I rubbed my arms. “What was in the vision? I mean, what happened?”
 
   Harper’s eyebrows drew together as he tried to make sense of what he’d seen. “She was in a dark room, smiling evilly. She was leaning over someone I couldn’t see, and she said something like, ‘When I’m done with you, you won’t remember anyone…you won’t even know who you are.’” His grip tightened on the steering wheel. “I knew she was going to hurt whoever it was, and the hatred in her eyes worried me…I thought it might be you. When I told Sanchez about it, we decided we should keep moving.” Harper’s frequent glances in the rearview mirror were starting to make more sense. “There’s strength in numbers,” he said and then shook his head. “…at least there used to be.” I thought of Cece and all the trouble she’d caused. It didn’t work out so well for Dani and Jason. 
 
   By the time we’d reached Garden City to look for Harper’s uncle, Curtis—who was nowhere to be found—the van had run out of fuel. Unable to find more, we shuffled all of our belongings from the van to the truck. Wanting to get off the main road and set up camp, we all piled into the truck—Jake, Cooper, and Harper riding in the bed—and drove along Highway 50, following the Arkansas River over the Colorado border. 
 
   We thought our fuel would last the rest of the way, but we ran out about a hundred miles from our destination and were forced to continue on foot. We sorted through all of our things, separating what we were taking from what we would leave behind. We eventually distributed the food, medical supplies, and camping gear among us, adding whatever personal items we could fit in our packs. Because we’d lost most of our belongings in the fire, we didn’t leave much behind. 
 
   After a week of walking in the cold, we arrived in Pueblo, a city south of Colorado Springs filled with ample food, medical, and hygiene supplies, plus weapons. It didn’t escape our attention that Pueblo was completely abandoned. Although we thought it strange that there were no survivors to speak of, not even Crazies, I wasn’t complaining. Jake, however, became increasingly wary—I could feel his apprehension grow the closer we drew to the Colony. Thankfully, he knew the surrounding area well, and after a long discussion, we agreed to wait for Dani and my brother, whether they were together or apart, south of Colorado Springs in a valley near an old mining town called Cañon City. I was too busy worrying about how Dani or Jason would find us to pay much attention to the conversation.
 
   It was on our third day of trekking through the valley, looking for the perfect place to set up camp, that we stumbled upon a ramshackle ranch. We all agreed the abandoned barn would be sufficient in serving as our new, temporary home. Although the rusted tack and rustic farm tools made it seem like the place hadn’t been used in years, the new, nearly finished roof and an unfinished foundation a few hundred feet away indicated otherwise. Inside, the weathered, red barn provided enough stalls that each of us could convert one into our own sleeping quarters—hay bales for seating, sleeping bags, and our few belongings were all that filled them. 
 
   Uncertain of what to expect over the next few weeks, we preserved our nonperishables by living off the land as much as possible. Jake and Cooper continued their hunting efforts as needed, and I fished for trout in the creek’s brisk waters.
 
   Most nights, the six of us sat around the campfire, feasting on a freshly caught dinner with beans or boiled vegetables. We’d found an untended winter garden behind an old farmhouse outside of Cañon City, providing us with an assortment of roots—carrots, potatoes, and turnips—to cook with.
 
   I had an inkling of what the average day for a settler on the Frontier might have been like—hunting, gathering berries and firewood, washing clothes in frigid water, and roasting game over a fire. The Zoe who’d worked at the gallery wouldn’t have recognized me at all.
 
   As the days went on, we settled into a daily routine of hunting, training, scavenging when needed, and practicing our Abilities. And, we watched Sarah’s belly grow at an unnatural pace—after two weeks it was noticeably larger, and after three weeks she could no longer wear her jeans. Biggs acted like she might burst at any moment, insisting Harper examine her every time she yawned, burped, or frowned.
 
   Although Harper didn’t know what to make of the unprecedented progress of her pregnancy, he’d had enough nieces and nephews to know her symptoms were more or less normal. When Biggs wasn’t coddling her, she spent her time eating obscene amounts of food, napping, and watching from the sidelines as I got my butt kicked during training. 
 
   I was learning to embrace my Ability—it felt more natural and fluid every day. I no longer struggled to tune out people’s feelings and memories, and if I wanted information about someone, it was there. Anything and everything about that person was scattered in my mind like a broken stained glass window, only I couldn’t figure out how to piece it together to get the answers I was seeking.
 
   Early one morning, I was sitting by the fire with Harper, half asleep and trying to focus.
 
   “There’s just too much to sort through,” I explained.
 
   “Try to control what you’re seeking, Baby Girl,” Harper said. “Are you thinking of something in particular, or are you just jumping in to see what you can find? Maybe it’s overwhelming because you’re not searching for something specific. For instance, you think about the ocean and hundreds of memories and feelings will pop up, but if you think of the East Coast, there will be fewer to wade through because it’s a smaller part of your life. Try it.”
 
   “Yeah, but that’s me, my memories. If I don’t know someone, how will I know what to look for?” I whined, tired of practicing so early every morning. I could feel Harper’s patience growing thin, and I flashed him a “please forgive me” smile.
 
   “Really, Zoe? I know you’re not a morning person, but you’re not even trying. I thought you were sleeping better…doesn’t that help?”
 
   “Meh,” I said. I was still having the recurring nightmare about my mom and her car accident.
 
   Harper shook his head. “Deciding what to look for in a stranger is probably the easiest part. Think about it. You’re walking out by the river and you come across someone. What’s the first thing you want to know?”
 
   “If they’re a Crazy,” I muttered.
 
   “Exactly. If you ask Sanchez what she really thinks of your chili and she brushes you off again, what do you look for?”
 
   Sanchez passed at that moment, eyeing us with a wry smile on her face.
 
   “The truth.” The answer seemed like a no-brainer.
 
   “Precisely. So…be specific when you’re searching someone’s mind. Now try it on me,” he prompted, looking out at the woods encircling the ranch.
 
   It was easy to think of something I wanted to know about Harper. Ever since I’d seen Sanchez’s memory of the two of them in bed together, I’d wanted to learn more about their relationship. So, as Harper and I sat by the fire, I decided to find out for myself.
 
   I couldn’t help but smile at what I saw. His mind held tons of memories of them—working together and sleeping together. Sometimes his arm was around her, and she’d fling it away. Other times, she was nipping at him and batting her eyelashes, trying to get his attention. They laughed and argued like friends always do. I also saw them having enough sex to fully awaken my body from its morning stupor.
 
   “How long have you and Sanchez been sleeping together?” I asked Harper.
 
   His eyes widened, and he burst into laughter. “I knew you stumbled onto something good with that giant-ass grin on your face.” Whistling and slapping his thigh, he said, “A while.”
 
   “As in…years?”
 
   “Yeah. We’ve known each other for a long time, but don’t tell her I told you…or I’ll say you were snooping.”
 
   “But what about your very public proposition to me at the cabin?” I asked, recalling the constant, severe expression Sanchez had worn the first few weeks I’d known her.
 
   Harper waved away my question. “It’s nothing serious.”
 
   I just snickered and buried the knowledge with all the other information I was never meant to know.
 
   Like the days, most nights passed rather routinely, with all of us playing cards or telling stories. I spent most of my free time sketching and documenting what we saw and experienced. I mapped out the paths we took and the landmarks around the valley. I hoped that if I was able to contact Dani at any point, I’d have enough information to make sure she could find us.
 
   I also documented the different types of Crazies we ran into: the slow movers we deemed the “AW’s” or the “Aimless Wanderers”, and the violent “Grunts” who mostly dwelled in more populated areas, among others. Everything I was learning about myself and my surroundings went into my sketchbook, and when I ran out of pages, I started a new one.
 
   “How many of those things did you bring?” Jake asked me one night, cleaning his rifle while I was sketching the campfire’s jumping flames.
 
   “Enough.” I smiled and leaned back against his chest. “I’ve been gathering them up wherever I can.” I flipped through the pages of the sketchpad, showing him my own personal post-apocalypse field guide.
 
   Curiosity piqued, Jake read through my entries. I immediately felt his mood change when he saw Clara’s name:
 
    
 
   Classification: Manipulator (Clara)
 
   Species: Homo sapiens
 
   Region: All
 
   Origin: Infected by Virus; Survived
 
   Symptoms: Easily agitated; Conceals aggressive intentions and behaviors; Uses victim’s psychological vulnerabilities to determine effective tactics; Willing to use sufficient level of ruthlessness and cause harm to the victim; Generally covert and sneaky.
 
   Dwelling : Groups of survivors (more targets to choose from)
 
   Weakness: Entitlement—greedy and moody leading to irrationality and unexpected outbursts that expose them for who they really are, oftentimes giving them away and turning their followers against them.
 
    
 
   I tried to ignore the negative emotions that cycled through him as he read, still blaming himself for what Clara had done to all of us.
 
   His arms wrapped around me, and I happily abandoned my sketchbook and snuggled closer to him. Being in Jake’s arms was as surreal as everything else we were going through. 
 
   “I want you to have something,” he said. He held his knife out in front of me.
 
   “I can’t take that, Jake.” Although I didn’t know the story behind it, I knew it was probably the most meaningful thing he owned.
 
   “I want you to have it. You’ve been training hard, and I think it’s time you had a weapon of your own—something small enough to hide, but sharp enough that you can do a lot of damage.” He gave me a wry, crooked smile. “I’m sure you’ll need it.”
 
   “But what will you use?” I asked, eyeing it carefully.
 
   “I have others; this one’s just the best.”
 
   I looked back at him, not sure what to say because “thank you” seemed inadequate. “That means a lot to me,” I told him. “I promise I’ll take care of it.” 
 
   He nodded. 
 
   “Will you tell me the story behind it sometime?”
 
   He nodded again and returned his eyes to my sketchbook, to Clara’s name.
 
   Feeling him retreat back into his dark thoughts, I elbowed his leg and whispered, “Hey.”
 
   Jake blinked, and his eyes slowly found mine, relieved but disconnected as he resumed cleaning his rifle. I could feel his uneasiness and wondered if he was thinking of Harper’s prophecy about Clara.
 
   When Jake excused himself to talk to Harper, I left my post by the blazing fire and headed for the barn. I situated myself in the sleeping bags in the corner of our stall, knowing they wouldn’t be the only things keeping me warm for long—Jake had slept beside me every night since we left Sarah’s house. Remembering the images of Harper and Sanchez having sex, I blushed. I wished we were still back at Sarah’s so Jake and I could find someplace to be alone; the barn was far too cozy for intimacy.
 
   When Jake finally crawled into our joined sleeping bags, I savored the warmth of his body. After only a moment, he sat up, and his hands wandered down the length of my leg. “What are you doing?” he asked. 
 
   The feeling of his fingers moving over my sweatpants made my eyelids spring open. “What do you mean?”
 
   “With your feet…” His strong fingers closed around my toes as they wiggled back and forth.
 
   “It helps me fall asleep,” I said, realizing I’d been rubbing my feet together.
 
   “Cute,” he said quietly, lying back down and wrapping his arms around my waist. “And when did you start wearing a beanie to bed?” he whispered, his breath brushing gently across my cheek.
 
   I giggled reflexively, smoothing some flyaway hairs back into place before pulling the knit cap over my ears. “It’s freezing…my ears are cold.”
 
   “Really?” I heard a purr in his voice, and as I opened my mouth to reply, his lips were on the sensitive skin behind my ear. I welcomed his hands as they traveled over my hips and down to my thighs, pulling me back against him. I suddenly felt way too hot.
 
   “Are you warming up yet?” His voice was husky, saturated with the same desire that smoldered within me.
 
   “You’re killing me,” I groaned.
 
   He playfully bit the side of my neck, and his mouth lingered near my ear for a moment. “’Night, Zoe,” he said. Under the covers, his grip on my thighs loosened, and he ran his fingers over my hip like he was memorizing its contours. I shuddered.
 
   Hearing Harper and Biggs’s hushed voices only feet away, I knew nothing would really happen.
 
   Taking a long, deep breath, I sighed. “Night, you tease,” I said and pressed my backside against him, eliciting the exact response I wanted—a deep groan. Two can play this game.
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   Dani
 
    
 
    
 
   “Oh…ooooooh!” I screeched as I dumped frigid river water over my head to rinse soap from my naked body. The purple bar of lavender-scented suds had become my all-in-one body wash, good for everything from my hands to my hair. Salon shampoo and conditioner, specially designed to control my wild curls, were a thing of the past.
 
   I poured a second canteen full of water over myself and nearly slipped off my platform—a two-foot-wide, smooth, flat river stone. It was large enough that I could stand comfortably, and low enough to the water’s surface to make my bathing needs possible—and my bathing needs were needs. Since the disastrous encounter with Mistress Mandy nearly eight weeks back, we’d been avoiding nearly all houses and buildings…and the people they might be sheltering. It had been four days since we’d last seen piped-in water, and I was out of patience—thus the part where I was bathing in a creek in the middle of Utah…in the winter.
 
   “Ooooh!” I exclaimed one last time, doing a little dance to shake off as many of the chilly droplets as possible.
 
   Hearing a deep chuckle from the creek bed, I turned and glowered at Jason. “This isn’t funny! It’s cold! Like, COLD cold!”
 
   “I just liked the shimmy. It was a really good shimmy.” His eyes glinted in the rich afternoon light as he reclined against a mossy, fallen tree.
 
   “I’m sure it was,” I grumbled.
 
   “Hmmm…much as I’m enjoying this, you’re turning blue. It’s fire time. Let’s go, Red.” Jason stood, crunching the underbrush, and held out the towel he’d been keeping warm under his shirt.
 
   I hopped from stone to stone across the river, slightly hunched over with my arms crossing my chest. It was sunny and unseasonably warm, but I was still frozen to the core. I would’ve been embarrassed about being in front of Jason, naked and shaking with cold, if he hadn’t already done the same. Cold water could turn even the toughest man into a whiny, little boy. Plus, the weeks of hard travel and living off the land had trimmed and hardened my body—where once it had been petite with soft curves, my body was now a composition of lean muscle and smooth lines.
 
   “I think…I’m ready…for spring,” I mumbled through shivering lips as Jason wrapped the towel and his strong arms around me. Like me, living in the changed world had altered him, making his body more compact and lithe, quickening his reflexes, and sharpening the angles of his face. Though he’d lost much of his excess, bulky muscle mass, he was far more lethal than he’d ever been before.
 
   “No kidding,” he said. He dried me off quickly while I trembled, then tossed item after item of cold-weather clothing at me, enticing me to dress. I didn’t complain. “You’re lips are purple,” he said, leaning in for a slow kiss.
 
   “I’m not surprised,” I said when he pulled away. “I think I have permafrost.”
 
   “That’s not a medical condition.”
 
   “Thank you so much for that enlightening information.”
 
   “You know what’d warm you up?” Jason slipped his hand under my layers of tops to tease the chilled skin of my lower back.
 
   “Stop it! I just got dressed!” His touch made a brand new set of goose bumps cover my skin.
 
   Jason laughed. “What? I was thinking jumping jacks. Damn Red, get your mind out of the gutter.”
 
   “You’re a huge butthead, you know!” I wasn’t the least bit ashamed of my immature insult. He’d earned it.
 
   All he did was chuckle. 
 
   “Oh shut up. C’mon,” I said, grabbing his hand. “I’m sure everyone else wants their chance to wash up.”
 
   “You’re bossy…I like it.”
 
   I laughed softly. “That’s what Zo says. It was one of the first things she told me when we became friends.”
 
   “That she likes you being bossy?” he teased, and still smiling, I shook my head. When he was around me, and only me, Jason shed some of his austere shell…some.
 
   “Just that I’m bossy.”
 
   “Yeah?” he asked, evidently interested. “How’d that happen anyway…you and Zoe? I mean, one day you were just…there.”
 
   It seemed an odd question, like he should’ve already known how Zoe and I began. But then I remembered that Jason had always been distant, and that the story of Zoe and me and the fortuitous start of our friendship wasn’t something we’d made public knowledge. In fact, it was a little embarrassing.
 
   Groaning, I said, “It’s no biggie…just a little playground incident.”
 
   Jason grinned and his eyes lit up. “Come on, Red. Spill.”
 
   I cringed and readjusted my hand in his. “Well…it was in fourth grade. I’d been cornered by a couple of girls behind one of the soccer nets during recess. They were teasing me about my hair, calling me ‘carrot head’…it was oranger back then…”
 
   “I don’t think that’s a word,” he commented.
 
   I glanced at him sideways. “It was oranger…and I was too small to do anything but glower and try not to cry. Zo found us and yelled something like, ‘What the hell are you doing you fat trolls!’ I’d never been good at standing up for myself, so I was completely in awe of her. I remember thinking that she looked like Xena with her long, straight, black hair and angry, blue eyes.” I smiled at the memory.
 
   “Anyway, the other girls got mad, and one tried to push Zo, but she was too quick—maybe because she’d had practice dealing with you. She dodged, and the girl stumbled and fell flat on her face and started crying. Zo and I ended up getting in trouble; the other girls tattled, saying we’d pushed and bullied them, but it was worth it.”
 
   After I didn’t say anything else for several breaths, Jason pointed out, “That doesn’t explain the bossy thing.”
 
   I flushed. “Oh, right. I, um, made Zoe take me home with her after school that day so I could tell your dad what really happened. I thought it was the most unfair thing in the world that she’d been punished for helping me. Then I made her play a game we invented and eventually called ‘Beat the Bully’. So dorky, I know. We practiced being the bully and coming up with insults so we’d be prepared next time. I think we ended up crying and laughing hysterically like a million times doing that. But anyway, it was after that second demand that she told me I was bossy.”
 
   Laughing softly, I looked askance at Jason. “You know, when I got offended by what she’d said, she told me it wasn’t really a bad thing. She said her brother was way bossier.”
 
   Jason shrugged, accepting the decades-old judgment with little concern.
 
   “Ever since that day on the playground, we’ve been inseparable…more like twin sisters than just friends. I’m sure a psychologist would say it was because we both have ‘mommy abandonment issues’ or something.” I held up our clasped hands and nudged my sleeve to reveal the black tattoo on the inside of my wrist. “That’s what this is all about—the bond between sisters, not the abandonment thing. We got ‘em on Zo’s eighteenth birthday.”
 
   Jason looked at me with an odd expression on his face, like he’d just solved a complex puzzle. “Huh,” he grunted. “I thought it was just something to do with your grandma. Since she was Irish and all that…”
 
   “You didn’t know your sister has a tattoo?” I scoffed.
 
   He shook his head. “We’re not exactly close…we haven’t been for a long time.”
 
   Yet again, I mentally noted how similar Zoe and Jason were, and they didn’t even know it; they barely knew each other. I also thought again about how Zoe was going to react to finding out about me and Jason. Sometimes, when we were younger, my infatuation with her brother had really irritated her. How’s she going to feel about it now? Will she be confused? Happy? Disbelieving? Worried? Jealous? Pissed? Disgusted? I was unsure about the rules for getting romantically involved with friends’ siblings. 
 
   Seeing my frown, Jason asked, “What is it?”
 
   “Nothing important,” I told him, forcing away my frown. “You have a second chance now, you know, to get to know her.”
 
   “Yeah. If we could figure out where the hell she is. She could be at that ‘colony’ place…she could be somewhere else…” The frustration in his voice amped up my own worries. All routes of communication were completely and utterly dead. On top of that, trying to use my telepathy to find her mind had proven akin to searching for a needle in a haystack, except each piece of hay weighed a hundred pounds and shuffling through even a handful left me exhausted.
 
   I chewed on one side of my lower lip for a few seconds, and then took a deep breath. “I have an idea…but you’re not going to like it.”
 
   “What?” he asked flatly. Good old Jason, not one to pussyfoot around uncomfortable issues.
 
   “Well, if I could talk to MG, I could ask him to visit her dreams, and he could find out where she is and where she’s planning to be by the time we get near the Colony. He’s the only person I know who can definitely find her. But…”
 
   “But you need me to let him in.” He didn’t sound happy.
 
   “Jason—”
 
   “I don’t like it. I don’t like him being in your head. I don’t like him being somewhere I can’t protect you.”
 
   “He’s not going to hurt me.”
 
   Jason grumbled, “I don’t know if I can even make myself turn it off, not if I really don’t want to.”
 
   “Don’t you want to find Zo?”
 
   His sideways look told me he thought the question was ridiculous—not even worthy of an answer. Jason and Zoe may not have been close, but he’d always been protective of his little sister.
 
   “Well then, he’s our only shot, aside from combing every square inch inside and around Colorado Springs. You should want to stop blocking him so I can talk to him. He can find her for us—I know he can.” My voice was tight, reflecting the edge I was teetering on with Jason and his jealousy and protectiveness.
 
   With a deep, angry sigh, he growled, “Fine.” Relief relaxed my shoulders and loosened my grip on his hand.
 
    
 
   ~~~~~
 
    
 
   Later on, when the full, golden moon glowed near the horizon and nocturnal predators sang their eerie, lonely melodies, Jason and I lay entangled in our joined sleeping bags, panting and completely satisfied. Over the past two months, the mountain sounds had transformed from disturbing to comforting—they currently mingled with our heavy breathing to create a peaceful, hypnotizing lullaby.
 
   “Mmm…,” Jason rumbled softly. His body still covered mine, slick with sweat despite the cold, and I basked in the warmth the moonlight illuminated in his eyes.
 
   “‘Mmm’ is right,” I purred.
 
   After a slow, lingering kiss—one that made me wonder if he was starting round two—Jason said, “If you’re going to talk to this guy, we should probably call it a night.”
 
   A few minutes later, I was clothed in sweats and falling asleep in the safety of Jason’s arms.
 
   “Are you sure this’ll work?” I mumbled, momentarily shaking off the lure of sleep.
 
   “Yes, Red, I’m sure. As soon as I can control it, I won’t block the bastard at all.” For some unknown reason, Jason always lost complete control of his Ability after we had sex—nulling every nearby Ability for a good fifteen minutes. Teasing him about it amused me to no end.
 
   “Hmmm…” I snuggled against him happily and succumbed to unconsciousness.
 
    
 
   I was sunbathing on my favorite stretch of Northern California beach. I’d been dreaming of something else—something that worried me. I thought maybe I’d been swimming, looking for something under violent swells of frigid ocean water. I was also sure that I was still dreaming, and confusion overwhelmed me as I thought about dreaming while I was dreaming. 
 
   Suddenly, my confusion cleared. MG.
 
   It had been so long since I’d seen him—since I’d experienced the odd feeling of sleeping awareness—that it hadn’t made sense at first.
 
   Where is he?
 
   “Dani,” his smooth voice intoned as a long shadow suddenly shielded me from the sun. “It’s been a while.”
 
   I stood and faced him, allowing a small smile. I really was glad to see him. “Uh, yeah. Sorry about that. I’m back with my people, and it turns out that one of them can sort of block other people’s Abilities. I think you guessed that before…you were right. Yay for you…” My words sounded lame, even to me.
 
   “Right,” he said dryly. “I tried to get through. Can’t your friend control his Ability at all?”
 
   “He’s getting better at it. Stronger.”
 
   “So has the wall that’s been keeping me out,” MG retorted.
 
   I didn’t know what to say. I couldn’t really tell him that my boyfriend was blocking him on purpose and that, until tonight, I hadn’t asked him to stop. I just hadn’t thought…
 
   “It’s nice to see you,” I said sincerely.
 
   MG sighed dramatically and then grinned. “You too, Dani.”
 
   “So…how’ve you been?”
 
   He glowered for no apparent reason. “I’ve been better.”
 
   My eyebrows rose of their own accord. “Okaaaay…Um, MG?”
 
   “Yep?”
 
   “I was wondering if I could ask you a big-ish favor.”
 
   “Which would be…?”
 
   “I’m looking for someone. We’re headed to the Colorado Springs area, and we’re trying to meet up with a friend, but we don’t know exactly where she is.” Or if she even made it, I thought sullenly.
 
   “And what exactly do you want me to do?”
 
   “Well, you can find pretty much anyone’s dreams, right? Something about finding them based on the type and strength of their Ability?” I asked hopefully.
 
   “Er…yes.”
 
   “The person we’re looking for is Zoe, the woman you saw in the badminton dream. You know, gorgeous with long black hair and super blue eyes?”
 
   “Yeah, I remember.”
 
   “Well, she can feel people’s emotions and sometimes see their thoughts, or maybe their memories. And she should be near Colorado Springs. Do you think—could you look for her dreams and ask her where she is? You’re our only hope.” I added the last bit hoping the damsel in distress thing would ping his macho side and persuade him to help.
 
   MG chuckled, and I held my breath. “Oh, little Dani, you are so adorable sometimes.”
 
   I just smiled, unsure of how to react.
 
   “I’ll do it,” he finally said. “Give me a moment…” Abruptly, he disappeared, and with him the dream faded around me.
 
   For what felt equally like minutes, hours, days, and years, I floated from dream to dream, from ocean to forest to desert, completely unaware of myself. Only when he returned did I become aware of my wanderings.
 
   Sitting across from me at Grams’s kitchen table, MG said, “Found her.”
 
   “Found her?” I asked, still shaking off the remnants of my mind’s subconscious. I’d been in a desert—digging a hole, but the sand kept slipping down the sides, negating my efforts.
 
   “Your friend. Zoe. Who you asked me to find,” he reminded me.
 
   As always happened in his presence, clarity returned, and I remembered the conversation we’d had earlier. “That was fast…or slow. I’m not really sure actually.”
 
   MG nodded. “Don’t worry about it. That’s normal. It took a couple hours…not too long.”
 
   “Oh? So where is she? She’s okay, right?”
 
   “Yeah, she’s fine…with some other people, I guess. She said they came with her from Fort Knox.”
 
   “Really? Good!” It was a relief to know she wasn’t alone.
 
   “Right,” he said dryly. “They’re southwest of Colorado Springs, in a valley on the outskirts of the San Isabel National Forest, just north of Cañon City,” he informed me.
 
   “San Isabel National Forest…Cañon City—got it. I can’t believe you found her! I mean, I knew you could…but…thank you! You’re the best ever!” I squealed, unabashedly excited at the nearness of my reunion with Zoe. I gave MG a quick, enthusiastic hug and was surprised to find him looking decidedly forlorn when I pulled away. “Um…Are you okay?”
 
   “What? Yeah, it’s nothing,” he said, brushing off my concern.
 
   “If you say so. Do you know what time it is?”
 
   “Almost six.”
 
   Tapping my mouth with my pointer finger, I pondered sleeping another hour but thought better of it. “Would you mind waking me up?”
 
   “Sure…see you later.” He sounded so despondent that I didn’t have the heart to tell him Jason wasn’t likely to extend the nullifying reprieve for another night.
 
   “Right. Bye. And thanks!” I smiled as MG and the familiar surroundings of Grams’s kitchen faded around me.
 
    
 
   “Oh!” I exclaimed, sitting up suddenly in the tent. “That was abrupt.”
 
   “Mhhmff?” Jason asked incoherently.
 
   “Wake up, Jason,” I said, poking his shoulder.
 
   “Arrghhmph,” he groaned and rolled away from me. The sun had yet to crest the horizon, which meant Jason was nearly impossible to wake.
 
   “I said, ‘Wake up’,” I sang softly as I curled my body around his backside. I kissed the side of his neck just under his jaw bone and repeated the command.
 
   “Mmmm…,” Jason murmured as he turned over and slipped his hand under my t-shirt.
 
   I giggled, thinking his reaction was so completely Jason, and tried to ignore the yearning ache elicited by just that small touch. Softly, I said, “I know where she is.”
 
   The hand slowly moving up my side stilled, and Jason’s eyelids opened, revealing his stunning, if sleepy, gaze. “What?”
 
   “I know where Zo is. It’s sort of far, but I think we can get to her in a few weeks.”
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   Zoe
 
    
 
    
 
   Gathering more firewood in preparation for what I hoped would be a long, fun-filled night of laughing, drinking, and catching up, I lugged it to the fire pit Jake and Harper had created in a clearing of trees. It was close enough to the barn that we never had to leave our “home” unattended—our supply of food, weapons, and booze was very important to us—but far enough to not disturb Sarah during her many naps.
 
   Dropping the wood at my feet, I busied myself with the unnecessary task of sorting through it. I’d been antsy with anticipation and excitement for the past few days, every minute passing as fast as a two-legged turtle climbing up a hill…against the wind. According to the information I’d received from MG when he’d entered my dream a few weeks ago, Dani’s entire group should arrive any day now. I couldn’t stand still. 
 
   “Hey, Zoe,” Sarah chirped, making me jump. “You okay?”
 
   “Yeah, the anticipation’s just killing me, that’s all,” I said with a quick laugh. “I can’t believe this might finally be happening, you know?”
 
   Sarah smiled and nodded, but I could feel her eyes on me as I continued working. Forcing myself to stop, I looked up at her. “Are you okay?” I asked, although I already knew the answer—I could feel her anxiety every time she rubbed her swollen belly. 
 
   “Umm, yeah, I’m just worried about this little guy.” She pointed to her belly. “What if it’s a mutant or something? It’s huge.”
 
   Noticing her belly had grown a bit larger, I suddenly felt scared for her. I moved closer and wrapped my arms around her, squeezing her the way a mother might. “I know it’s scary, but I just have a feeling everything’ll be okay.” At least, I hoped it would. “Maybe someone in Dani’s group can help us figure all this out.”
 
   “Yeah, maybe,” she said with little conviction.
 
   “We’re all here to help you, Sarah.” She nodded again, and even though I felt her body sag slightly with relief, I knew she wondered how things would change once Dani arrived. “And I’m not going anywhere,” I reassured her. Well, at least I don’t think I am.
 
   She brightened at my words and offered to help me get dinner started. Jake was carefully cleaning the day’s catch at the makeshift fish cleaning station—a metal door resting on top of two saw horses. Harper and Biggs were hunched over the fire pit, arranging kindling into a teepee shape in an attempt to start the evening’s fire. Like clockwork, Sanchez was jotting notes as she sat on a hay bale beside the fire pit, cooling off from her final workout of the day.
 
   Sarah and I were gathering lemon pepper, salt, and other seasonings for the food when Cooper suddenly growled. I jumped and glanced over at him; his posture was rigid and he was staring into the trees at the edge of the pasture. His tail drooped momentarily before picking up in a half-hearted wag.
 
   Looking up from his freshly filleted fish, Jake peered out at the woods.
 
   I grinned. “I think they’re here!” 
 
   A deep, relentless barking grew louder as a large German Shepherd emerged from the tree line. Jack! I stepped forward, following Cooper as he trotted toward the other excited dog.
 
   “Wait,” Jake said, gently grabbing my arm. “What if—”
 
   “It’s D’s dog,” I said, pulling out of his grasp to continue on toward the tree line. I couldn’t believe this was really happening. Dani and Jason were here. They were really here.
 
   Jake and Sarah followed me, and I could hear the others coming up behind us. We watched the two dogs yip and sniff as they circled one another curiously. 
 
   Suddenly, Jake stopped short, and I turned to him. Confusion wrinkled his brow as his eyes darted around us. Unprovoked, he said, “Ummm, what?” He looked over at me, perplexed. “I think someone’s looking for you.”
 
   From behind me, I heard Sanchez say coolly, “I’m definitely not Zoe.” 
 
   “Zo? Is that you?” Dani inquired…inside my head. Wait, what? Is she like Sanchez? Turning back toward the woods in excitement, I searched for her in the trees. Everyone watched me as I swiveled around, my smile so big I no doubt looked ludicrous.
 
   A small herd of horses and goats broke through the dense pines beyond the dogs. My eyes instantly fixed on Dani’s bright, auburn hair as her Paint horse galloped closer, ahead of the rest. 
 
   “D!” I yelled, running to her. She was immediately accompanied by a large, dark-haired man sitting atop a chestnut horse much larger than Dani’s mount. Jason. He looks…different.
 
   “ZO!” Dani called.
 
   Momentarily forgetting about my group, I jumped up and down in uncontrollable excitement as the horses stopped mere feet from me. I watched Jason jump out of his saddle and reach for Dani just as she swung her leg over to dismount.
 
   “No you don’t, Red.” Gripping Dani’s hips, my brother eased her descent. I could feel his concern diminish the moment her feet safely touched the ground. Wow, protective much? Jason dwarfed my petite friend, making her appear more fragile than I knew she was. 
 
   Dani slipped out of his grasp and ran to me, shrieking and giggling. “Zo!”
 
   “D!” I screeched and grabbed her hands. Frantically, we hopped in a circle until she suddenly paused and flung herself into my arms. Feeling her body tremble and her mind fill with overwhelming happiness and relief, I hugged her as tightly as I could. When I heard her heaving sobs, I pulled away, unable to resist smiling as I soaked up her quintessentially Dani reaction. Losing control of my own emotions, I let tears slide down my cheeks.
 
   “You’re making me cry!” I whined and tugged her closer again. “I’m so happy to see you,” I said. “I can’t believe you’re finally here.”
 
   A quiet, unintelligible response squeaked out of her, and I suddenly realized everyone was watching our soggy reunion. The rest of Dani’s group had dismounted and were making their way toward us.
 
   My eyes fell on Jason, standing behind Dani. Shock blanketed his face as he stared at something behind me.
 
   “Jason?” Sanchez’s voice was filled with awe.
 
   Feeling Dani stiffen, I let go. Curious, we simultaneously turned to watch Sanchez approach. Her eyes were locked on my brother, narrowed in disbelief and showing a vulnerability I rarely saw in her. Moving quickly, she threw her arms around him, muttering words I couldn’t discern.
 
   The dream of them at the bar…it was a memory!
 
   Jason looked pleasantly surprised and returned the hug loosely. Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed Dani take a hesitant step toward them. When Jason looked at my best friend, his face blanked, and he gently pulled away from Sanchez.
 
   I was confused, wondering what exactly was going on between Dani and my brother, but only for a moment. Dani’s memories invaded my mind, and I saw Jason heatedly gazing up at her while kissing her bare hip. 
 
   “Oh. Fuck.” I couldn’t stop the words from escaping.
 
   Looking back at me, recognition registered on Dani’s face, and she instantly turned red. My head whipped to my womanizing brother. “Jason!”
 
   “Zoe.” His face and voice were expressionless.
 
   I pointed at him and then at Dani. “We’re talking about this later.” 
 
   “No, we’re not.”
 
   Rolling my eyes in exasperation, I turned my back on him. Now I remember why I can’t stand him.
 
   Almost everyone was carrying out the age-old tradition of greetings and introductions. An older man stood off to the side of the group, watching, but my attention locked on the blonde woman beside him. That must be Chris. A sense of gratitude overcame me as I approached her.
 
   “Chris?” I asked.
 
   “I am,” she said, smiling. She extended her hand in greeting. “And you’re Zoe. It’s a pleasure to meet you. I’ve heard so much about you from our girl.”
 
   I took a step closer, wrapping my arms around her strong shoulders. “Thank you for taking care of her,” I whispered.
 
   She patted my back, and I gave her a squeeze before pulling away.
 
   “It wasn’t easy, but I did my best,” she said with a smirk.
 
   I noticed a young man standing behind her, and I could feel his discomfort as I approached him. “Hi,” I said, offering my hand. “I’m Zoe.”
 
   He seemed hesitant as he accepted my greeting, but was also filled with curiosity. I had no idea who he was. “I’m Carlos,” he said, averting his gaze.
 
   “Carlos joined us a few days after we left,” Chris added, putting her arm around him. “We had a little run in with a mind-controlled cult. I’ll let Dani tell you the whole story.”
 
   “Miss Cartwright?” asked an older man.
 
   Recognizing his sharp eyes as he drew closer, I realized it was Mr. Grayson. What the hell is he doing here? “Mr. G?” I pointed to his impressive mountain man beard. “I like the new look.” I leaned in to hug him, receiving an uncomfortable side hug in return.
 
   “Oh, yes, well we haven’t had much time…traveling, you know,” he explained, moderately embarrassed.
 
   “No really, I like it,” I said reassuringly.
 
   An athletic-looking Asian man walked up behind Mr. Grayson, a mischievous smile playing on his lips. “Stop hogging all the ladies, Old Man.”
 
   “Oh—” Mr. Grayson began, but the younger man interrupted.
 
   Outstretching his hand, he introduced himself, “Ky.”
 
   “Zoe,” I offered, trying not to blush at the desirous emotions dancing through his mind.
 
   “Hey guys…whatcha talkin’ about?” Dani asked, suddenly appearing at my side. But before either of us could answer, Dani said, “Ky, why don’t you go meet that Sanchez chick?”
 
   I couldn’t help but laugh at Dani’s jealousy and wondered how serious things were between her and Jason. Maybe I don’t want to know. 
 
   Surveying the group for Jake, I found him standing beside my brother, talking. My heart practically stopped. In my entire life, the only time my brother ever actually acted like a brother was when he turned unbelievably protective around any guy who showed any interest in me. This is going to be…interesting.
 
   I looked at Dani in both anticipation and horror.
 
   She grinned wickedly. “Who’s that? He’s yummy.”
 
   I smiled, only half distracted by her comment. “That’s Jake, and I don’t know if I want him talking to Jason alone.” I grabbed her hand. “Let me introduce you,” I insisted.
 
   Hustling over, we overheard their stilted conversation. 
 
   “So you’re the guy that saved my sister’s life,” Jason said.
 
   “Yeah, I guess you could say that.”
 
   As we reached them, I rested my hand on Jake’s arm to get his attention. I tried to ignore the excitement and curiosity building in Dani, and focused on the two men.
 
   “Jake, this is Dani,” I said, introducing them. Glancing back at my friend, I could tell she was trying to control the avalanche of questions threatening to explode from her mouth. Leaving Jake to be ensnared in Dani’s bubbly, conversational pandemonium, I turned to my brother.
 
   “I’m…glad you’re okay,” he said, surprising me with the honesty in his tone.
 
   As I took in the sight of him and felt his relief, my own emotions flared up again. I could only nod as I tried to control the tears welling in my eyes. I hugged him, and he squeezed me tightly. Worried he’d vanish into thin air if I let go, I held on to him, barely able to control my sobs.
 
   “I mean it, Zoe. We have to stick together now.”
 
   At first, I reveled in his hold, not wanting to let go, but out of nowhere, an alarm rang in my head, and a burst of negativity shot through me. I pulled away from Jason. Scanning the group, my blurred vision fell upon Harper and Dani as they separated from an introductory hug. His masculine features were scrunched with worry.
 
   What did he see? I wondered, knowing he’d probably just had a vision and that it couldn’t be good.
 
   “Zoe,” Sarah said meekly, just as Dani frolicked toward me, shouting, “Zo!”
 
   Taking a step back, I continued wiping the moisture from my cheeks.
 
   “Have you two met yet?” I asked, and Sarah shook her head bashfully. “Sarah, this is Dani,” I offered. “Dani, Sarah.”
 
   “So, wow…you’re pregnant!” Dani noted and then brought her hand up to her mouth. “Oh! Sorry, that was rude.”
 
   “It’s okay,” Sarah replied, her hand instinctively going to her belly.
 
   “Er…congrats?” Dani offered with a crooked grin.
 
   Awkwardness settled over us as Dani and Sarah stared at one another. I was instantly thankful to see Harper and Sanchez helping Jason and Carlos unsaddle the horses. I gestured in their direction. “We should probably help them unpack.”
 
   The three of us started to join them, but Dani caught my wrist, stopping me mid-step. “Wait, Zo. There’s some stuff I need to tell you…”
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   Dani 
 
    
 
    
 
   I snuggled closer to Jason, staring into the fire and wondering if it was the best night of my life. We’d found Zoe. She was safe. We were together—all of us. I sighed. I would have been completely content if the news I’d delivered regarding Zoe’s dad wasn’t the reason for her puffy eyes and frequent remote looks.
 
   Standing, Zoe called out over the roar of the far-too-large bonfire, “Who’s ready for another?” She was tending an impromptu bar she’d set up on a long, table-like boulder a dozen feet from the flames, and seemed to find comfort in the task. The volume and variety of alcoholic beverages her crew had gathered were astounding, including a cornucopia of wines, liquors, and beers.
 
   “I’ll take one,” Jason and Jake called out in synch and then exchanged uncomfortable glances.
 
   Meeting Zoe’s eyes, I stifled a giggle and patted Jason’s knee. Watching Jason and Jake interact throughout the evening had been absolutely hilarious and predictably awkward. Once Jason had realized his sister and Jake were involved, he’d taken on the usual protective, disapproving brother role.
 
   I studied Jake, who was sitting beside Zoe’s vacant spot on a tarp-covered hay bale. He was rugged and reserved, which was surprising. Zoe usually went for clean-cut, sporty, generally douchey guys. But Jake, though definitely athletically built, was none of those things.
 
   “So, Zo,” I said, intruding on her thoughts while she fiddled behind the rock bar. “Jake sure is something. I’m…surprised.”
 
   Zoe looked up and grinned, then masked it with a false glare. She’d accepted my telepathy without fuss, though she did seem to be having a hard time with some of the finer details. “Well what’d you expect?”
 
   “OMG shut up! You don’t have to speak out loud! Hello…secret conversation here!” I screeched in her head. Jake and Jason were already staring at her for the random statement, as were a few of the others.
 
   I watched as Harper, lean and muscular with a really great derriere beneath his fatigues, approached Zoe and asked for a top-off. He was drinking the same Scotch as Mr. Grayson, something from a simple and very old-looking bottle. Cocking my head, I appreciated how appealing he looked leaning his elbows on the boulder, swirling his plastic cup.
 
   Zoe laughed at something he’d quietly said, and I smiled at seeing her entire face light up. She had a habit of shielding her emotions around almost everyone, but Harper had definitely weaseled his way into her heart. Admittedly, I felt a pang of jealousy. For years, I’d been the only one she would really open up to—or so I’d thought before I found out about the stupid box—but I truly was happy she’d expanded her circle of trusted confidantes. Just so long as I was always first, of course.
 
   “So, he’s also kind of amazing to look at. What are you, like, a hot guy black hole or something?” I asked.
 
   “That’s definitely not true. And what about you? Ky’s easy on the eyes. Not to mention that the sexy, ominous voice belonging to a certain mystery man in my dreams a few weeks ago was nice too…”
 
   “Oh, right. Pot and kettle, eh?” I said and grimaced. “But, back to your men—you and Jake, have you two…you know…knocked boots…made the beast with two backs…gotten jiggy with it…?” I wiggled my eyebrows.
 
   At my flippant teasing, Zoe rolled her eyes in irritation. 
 
   “Okay, sorry…didn’t mean to pry,” I said, feeling a little hurt.
 
   “No, it’s not you. I haven’t had the privilege yet…unfortunately. There’s been too much going on, and we haven’t really had the opportunity. Well, not unless we want an audience—close quarters, if you know what I mean.”
 
   I thought back on the two months of close quarters Jason and I had been sharing with our companions—and how little that had stopped us—and blushed profusely. “Um…yeah. I know what you mean. Right…”
 
   Zoe shook her head in disbelief, or possibly disgust, and tried to hide her amusement as she said, “Normally I’d say, ‘spill’…but, I really don’t wanna know.”
 
   “Yeah, probably not,” I said, and my face heated even more. Unintentionally, I remembered the time Jason had pulled me away from the group during a lunch stop. He’d practically dragged me into some nearby woods, braced my hands against a tree trunk, yanked down my pants, and—
 
   “Could you stop thinking about having sex with my brother, please!” Zoe squeezed her eyes shut, trying to block the images I was unintentionally shoving into her brain.
 
   I grimaced again. “Well…not really, no. SORRY! I know this must be so weird for you, and I’ll try not to think about it, I swear, but—”
 
   “I get it! Just…stop there, please.” Obviously trying to hide her discomfort, Zoe picked up the two cups she’d finished preparing for Jake and her brother, and carried them to where they sat by the massive fire. 
 
   I still didn’t really know how Zoe felt about my relationship with Jason, but I was certain she didn’t appreciate being bombarded with my memories of our time together. I wished I knew how to keep them contained. “Zo, I’m—”
 
   “Oh!” I gasped as the connection between us instantly disappeared. Turning to Jason, I scowled. “Hey! You said you wouldn’t do that anymore!”
 
   Zoe, handing a glass of whiskey to Jake, watched us curiously from the other side of the fire.
 
   “And you said you wouldn’t use it to carry on long, private conversations when it wasn’t necessary. You know what happens…,” Jason said, trailing off when he realized he might be revealing too much to people we barely knew.
 
   “Well, there are some things I wanted to know that aren’t polite to ask when everyone can hear, thank you very much!” I snapped, but my irritation was deflating rapidly. I was already worn out from using my telepathy to find Zoe and her people, and Jason didn’t want me to end up shivering and passing out again.
 
   “Dani…,” Jason warned.
 
   “I know, I know,” I grumbled, pouting.
 
   Shoving Jason’s drink at him, Zoe interrupted, “Wait, you passed out from using your telepathy?”
 
   I looked at Zoe suspiciously. “How’d you know—are you in my head!? Zo! Get out!”
 
   “You were just in my head!”
 
   “That was completely different. I couldn’t see your memories! You could be keeping all kinds of secrets, but I can’t just scoop them out of your brain. Like with the—”
 
   “Secrets?” Zoe asked, her dark eyebrows drawn down in confusion. Abruptly, she shifted her gaze to glare at her brother. “Is that you? Are you—seriously? You’re blocking me? Really?” She wagged her pointer finger at Jason and me. Narrowing her eyes, she said, “You’re not telling me something.” Hands on her hips, she fixed her penetrating stare on me and waited for a response.
 
   I shrank back, huddling into myself. I hadn’t seen this side of Zoe for years. She was one of the strongest, most determined people I knew. She could be downright terrifying when she wanted something, and at the moment, she definitely wanted something—information.
 
   Jason cleared his throat and nudged me with his shoulder.
 
   “I need another drink. Care to join me?” I asked Zoe with fake perkiness. Inside, my stomach roiled uncomfortably.
 
   We trudged over to the array of alcoholic beverages, and Zoe started concocting something with a half-dozen ingredients. “Um…I was just gonna have more of this,” I said holding up my nearly-empty, red plastic cup of wine.
 
   “This one’s for me,” she said, holding up the drink shaker. She handed me the bottle of Pinot Grigio so I could refill my cup, and continued on with her task.
 
   Sighing, I blurted, “Zo, I know about the box—your dad’s box. Jason has it.” When her eyes snapped up excitedly, I added, “He hasn’t opened it.” I paused, studying her expression. “He said you’ve been obsessed with it for, like, ever. Why didn’t you tell me about it? Why’d you keep it a secret?” My voice sounded small, lost.
 
   Zoe’s eyebrows drew down in confusion, wrinkling the skin between them. Slowly, understanding smoothed her expression. “It wasn’t a secret. Well…not really,” she said, hesitating. “It’s embarrassing, D. I mean, what would I have said, ‘my dad has a secret box, and I want to know what’s in it so badly I’ve stayed up thinking about it almost every night since I can remember?’ It’s sort of ridiculous, don’t you think? I don’t understand why he hid it from us.” She paused again. “What if there’s something really horrible in there?” she asked quietly.
 
   I was taken aback, more than a little ashamed of my inability to put myself in her shoes. Not that they’d fit, but still…
 
   Zoe mixed her super complicated drink in the shaker and stared at the surface of the flat boulder.
 
   I suddenly felt like a really crappy friend. “Zo…I’m sorry. I didn’t think. I just kept wondering why you’d hide it from me. Maybe like how you wondered why your dad hid whatever’s in the box. I thought maybe you didn’t really trust me, not completely. I thought…I don’t know. I thought stupid things, and I’m really sorry.”
 
   “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you, D. It’s not personal, I promise. I thought about telling you…but I guess I was sort of scared. I still am—like knowing what’s inside somehow changes everything—even though none of that really matters anymore. Jason’s the only family I have left.”
 
   Seeing the raw emotion painting her face, tears welled in my eyes for the second time that day. “Zo…I’m…I’m just so…so…,” I said, but I started crying before I could finish the sentence.
 
   “Why are you crying?” Zoe asked. I hadn’t realized she’d come around to my side of the rock until I felt her arms wrap around me. Resting her chin on my shoulder, she teased, “All this crying is excessive—even for you, D.”
 
   Laughing despite my sniffles, I replied, “Oh my God, I know. It’s getting ridiculous. I’m like a hormonal pregnant woman.” As Zoe stiffened behind me, I hastily added, “Which I’m not. Absolutely, definitely not. No way. Yikes!”
 
   As if on cue, we burst into peals of laughter, nearly collapsing on the ground.
 
   “Oh. My. God. It feels so good to laugh,” Zoe said, attempting to catch her breath while she held herself up with one hand on the boulder’s surface.
 
   “Ah! I know!” I agreed. My face was tired and twitchy from smiling so hard, and I felt like I’d done about five thousand crunches. “My stomach hurts!”
 
   “You need another drink!” Zoe returned to her side of the bar and refilled the cup I’d unconsciously drained during the emotional conversation. Noticing she was starting to make another complex drink for herself, I didn’t feel so bad about downing my previous one.
 
   “So…” I took a sip of the crisp wine and wiped the residue of my tears from under my eyes. “What’d you think of MG? You said you just heard his voice? You didn’t actually see him?”
 
   “No, his voice just sort of appeared as I was having a delicious dream about making out with Jake. It was awkward, to say the least. Once I realized who he was and what he was doing, I tried not to freak out. I felt really vulnerable having him in my head, but it was also sort of interesting. It was surreal to be aware but asleep at the same time.”
 
   “I know, right!”
 
   “He sounds hot though.”
 
   “I know, right!” I agreed with a giggle.
 
   “Ladies,” Ky cut in. Leading Sanchez and Ben, he sidled up to the bar and plucked a few clear shot glasses from a stack. Setting them down, he filled each to the brim with top-shelf tequila and handed one to his brother and one to the gorgeous, exotic woman at his side.
 
   “Bottoms up,” Ky said. They clinked their shot glasses together and gulped down the deceptively fiery liquid, all three taking the burn like real men. But it was very obvious that Sanchez was a woman. Ky quickly refilled the shot glasses, and they headed back toward the fire.
 
   “That’s not a very pretty face, D. Do you smell something foul or what?” Zoe asked, and I realized my facial features had twisted into an undoubtedly ugly sneer.
 
   “Something like that,” I said. “What’s the deal with her and Jason anyway?”
 
   “I’m not sure exactly, but they obviously know each other from before.”
 
   Feeling an odd mix of hope and dread, like when opening a college acceptance letter, I asked, “Well, have you, um, seen anything? Were they…involved? I mean, she seemed really happy to see him, and he seemed sort of happy, too…I guess.”
 
   “At the time I thought it was just a weird dream, but I saw a memory a while ago. They were together, but not romantically—at least, not that I could tell. They were with a group of friends…at a bar maybe?” Zoe shrugged. “I’m not sure.” Glancing at me mischievously, she smirked. “Do you want me to find out for you?”
 
   “You mean, like, brain spy?” I thought about the offer—really thought about it—and shook my head. It was unbelievably enticing, and I felt bad that Zoe had to deal with the temptation to delve into people’s minds, to discover their secrets, every second of every day. “No. I don’t really want to know anyway,” I lied. And I knew Zoe knew; she could read me like her favorite, dog-eared, well-worn book—Bob Ross’s biography.
 
   “Okay. Let me know if you change your mind,” she said, then leaned across the bar and conspiratorially added, “I don’t think you have to worry anyway; Jason hasn’t taken his eyes off you all night, and Sanchez and Harper have been going at it for years.”
 
   “What?” I squealed, then covered my mouth and bounced up and down on my toes. “Oh wow,” I giggled. “That’s so freaking juicy!”
 
   Zoe allowed a moderately wicked laugh to escape her lips as she rounded the boulder, drink in hand, and linked her arm with mine. “Come on, I’m cold.”
 
   Reaching back for my cup of wine, I exhaled with relief and let my best friend pull me back to the fire. We’re okay.
 
   “You know what I said about Harper’s visions?” she whispered near my ear as we slowly walked back to our designated seats next to our respective men. “I think he had one when he hugged you earlier…his face looked really worried, and I could feel how upset he was.”
 
   “Really?” I asked, surprised by her words…and by the way she bypassed both of our empty spots.
 
   “Yeah. I wonder if we can get the details out of him.”
 
   She led me to a vacant bench that was so rickety I was surprised it didn’t collapse when we sat down. No wonder nobody’s sitting here. Chris and Harper shared the adjacent hay bale and were locked in conversation.
 
   “So you do agree with the H1N1/09 theory…that only those who’d been infected with that virus had the antibodies to survive this later version,” Chris stated.
 
   “Well, not exactly,” Harper said, frowning. “I still don’t think it all adds up.”
 
   “So you disagree?”
 
   He shrugged and took a sip of Scotch. “I’m really not sure. Are you positive that those people on your base knew about the Virus and everything before the initial outbreak?”
 
   “The more I think about it,” Chris said, “the more sure I am. I watched them prep the special yellow-banded uniforms before the first infections were reported.”
 
   “If you’re right…”
 
   “I know. Surviving the Virus might be just the beginning. If I am right, then somebody orchestrated this whole thing—all the death, the insanity, and the Abilities. But why? And how?” Chris tore her gaze from the handsome medic and studied the towering flames. “I hope I’m wrong,” she said quietly.
 
   Zoe and I exchanged worried glances, and I figured she’d abandoned her mission to weasel info about Harper’s vision out of him.
 
   The remainder of the evening passed too-quickly, filled with developing friendships and decreasingly tentative conversations. I was pleasantly surprised by how well our two groups blended together, finding camaraderie in the shared experience of surviving in the Virus-ravaged world.
 
   Late in the night, I stood alone before the fire, the benches and hay bales abandoned. The others were all either acquiring another beverage or relieving themselves of the ones they’d already consumed. I shed my jacket, overwhelmed by the heat of the towering fire, and stared into the hypnotizing dance of flames and air and embers. 
 
   Without a word, Jason came up behind me, almost touching but not quite. “You look like some sort of fire spirit,” he whispered, his lips mere inches from my ear. “Watching you like that—savage and glowing—damn, Red, I want to bury myself inside you…right now.”
 
   I leaned back into him, closing the miniscule distance between our bodies, and was pleased by his obvious state of arousal.
 
   “I set up our tent a little ways away from the barn. I thought we’d need the privacy,” he said, slipping his arm around my middle.
 
   “Really? I wonder why?” I asked, feigning confusion.
 
   He grazed his lips along the side of my neck and whispered, “You know why.”
 
   Twisting in his hold so I could see his face, I said, “I’m not sure…you may need to remind me.”
 
   Jason’s answering grin was wolfish and hungry. He immediately led me away from the fire and into the woods beyond the barn where everyone else would be sleeping. As we hurried along, I could barely contain the anticipation humming through me. 
 
    
 
   ~~~~~
 
    
 
   Wiggling into sweatpants was difficult considering that all of my muscles—and possibly some of my bones—had recently been turned into quivering gelatin.
 
   “What are you doing?” I asked Jason as he sat up on top of the sleeping bags and reached for his boxer briefs.
 
   “Coming with you.”
 
   “No. Don’t. I’m just peeing. I’ll be, like, a minute.” Seeing the concern still creasing his brow, I added, “I’ll be fine, really. I’m a big girl.”
 
   “Anyone could be out there,” he said, but remained seated. “At least wait until my Ability works again.”
 
   “Oh,” I said, laughing and shaking my head. “I’m not holding it just because you turn into a super null every time we have sex.” He scowled, and I smiled.
 
   As I unzipped the tent’s door, I assured him again, “I’ll be fine.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

51
 
   Zoe
 
    
 
    
 
   Loosening my hair from its braid, I idly combed through it. I couldn’t shake the heavy uncertainty I’d hoped to shed once I saw Dani. It still tugged at me, gnawing on my consciousness.
 
   The sound of the barn door sliding open and then shut was followed by Jake’s footsteps. As he changed into sweats, I crawled into the sleeping bags, devouring the sight of him in the candlelight. 
 
   His brow furrowed slightly at my whimper. “You okay?” he asked. 
 
   “Perfect,” I admitted as I wiggled further into the sleeping bag, imagining the warm pressure of his body against mine. “Just admiring the view.” Picking up on the husky tone of my voice, the corners of his mouth pulled up in a smile. “There are definitely perks to getting into bed first,” I added.
 
   “Yeah? Like what, hogging the sleeping bags?” he teased.
 
   I nodded. “Yeah, that’s exactly what I was talking about.”
 
   Pulling the hem of his sweatshirt down, Jake crouched down and appraised the space beside me.
 
   “What’s wrong?” I lifted myself up, resting on my elbows.
 
   Glancing at me, he said, “It’s interesting how someone your size needs so much space.” He gestured between me and the stall’s wall a couple feet from me. “And I only get this.” He looked down at the small space to my right. “Between you hogging the bed and your scattered clothes all over the place…I’m wondering if I should find somewhere else to sleep.”
 
   “Sorry,” I said, scooting over a smidge.
 
   As Jake crawled into the sleeping bags beside me, I curled into his sheltering arms. My thoughts were shadowed by the night’s festivities, and I expelled an exhausted sigh. Why am I anxious? Dani and Jason are here. They’re safe. Although I’d been ecstatic only minutes earlier, I still felt…wrong.
 
   “What’s wrong?” Jake whispered.
 
   “Nothing,” I lied. “Why do you ask?”
 
   “You keep sighing.”
 
   “Oh.” I hadn’t noticed. I rolled over, facing his inquisitive, warm, brown eyes. They scoured my face. “I think I’m sort of in shock, actually.”
 
   The events of the evening replayed in my head. “It’s so strange to have everyone here. I don’t know what to do with myself. It’s like there’s nothing to worry about anymore, and I feel a sort of emptiness…or something.” And that was exactly what it felt like—a hole I didn’t know how to fill. I no longer had to fret about how and when I’d reach Dani and Jason. They were finally with me.
 
   Brushing a loose ribbon of hair from my eyes, Jake stroked my cheek. Involuntarily, I thought of Dani and Jason together, and the hole I felt immediately filled with concern.
 
   “I don’t know what to do about my brother.”
 
   “You mean him and Dani,” Jake said. When I nodded, his eyes focused on me intently. “You don’t think they should be together?”
 
   I grunted, my emotions a mix of excitement for Dani and distrust in my brother, and rolled onto my back. “It’s not that. I’m just worried about…you don’t understand. Cam just died, and my brother’s a heartbreaker. He always has been. And Dani’s been in love with him her entire life…” I paused, imagining her devastation when Jason eventually decided to move on.
 
   Will he break her heart? I thought of how careful he was with her, how taken he was by her mere presence, and I wondered if that was even a possibility. “He seems to really care about her…at least he believes he does, I know that much.” I just hoped his interest in my best friend wasn’t as changeable as his mood always had been.
 
   Jake’s thumb traveled to my face, grazing my bottom lip. “Jason seems…serious enough. I don’t think he’ll hurt your friend if he really cares about her.” 
 
   “You’re right,” I admitted. “He’s an ass, but I don’t think he’d do that to her. She’s not just some random girl. She’s Dani.”
 
   “You two talked a lot tonight,” Jake said idly as his fingers trailed down my belly, eventually playing with the elastic waistband of my sweatpants.
 
   I smiled, remembering my conversation with Dani about Jake and Harper. “Yeah,” I said, but my smile faded as I realized I’d forgotten to ask Harper about his vision.
 
   “Zoe,” Jake whispered, his lips suddenly hovering by my ear. His suggestive tone caught my attention. “Stop trying to find something to worry about. You’ve been waiting for this day since I met you.” He pulled back, and his eyes latched onto my lips before moving slowly up to my eyes. “I think we should celebrate.”
 
   A smile splayed across my lips once more, and I shuddered as his warm breath caressed my face.
 
   “You’re so bad. Four people are, like, seven feet away,” I admonished quietly, barely able to contain my anticipation.
 
   “I don’t care anymore,” he growled, unbridled lust emanating from him. His mouth lingered over mine, his eyes waiting for an invitation to consume me in all possible ways. I giggled in consent, and he pulled me closer with a determination I had no interest in protesting.
 
   Leaning down, Jake gently brushed his lips against my neck and then my jaw before capturing my mouth. A delicious heat swept through me as he ventured lower, kissing the swells of my breasts that protruded from the top of my scoop-neck shirt. Wrapping his leg around my thighs, he pulled me under him. His hips rested over mine, and I could feel his arousal.
 
   Desire throbbed between my legs as I liquefied beneath him. I coveted the sheer weight of his body pressed against mine. “God, I want you,” I moaned. My hands clenched around the hem of his sweatshirt, pulling at his clothes impatiently.
 
   Breathing raggedly, I heard a sharp cry shatter the stillness of the night, interrupting the pounding of my heart.
 
   “Shhh.” I grabbed Jake’s arms, waiting for my breathing to slow. Fear washed over me as another scream pierced the quietness. I froze in absolute terror.
 
   That’s Dani’s scream!
 
   “Dani!” I yelled, pushing Jake away like he was nothing. Jumping to my feet, I ran to the door. “Dammit!” I shouted as I struggled with the latch. “Dani!”
 
   Finally, I opened the latch and pulled the door open. I barely heard Jake calling after me as my sock-covered feet carried me out into the frigid darkness. 
 
   “DANI!”
 
   


 
   
  
 

EPILOGUE
 
   Dani
 
    
 
    
 
   Waking, I attempted to open my eyes and assess my surroundings. A searing white light stabbed into my skull, and I snapped my eyelids shut before the glare could make my pounding headache any worse. What the hell happened?
 
   “She’s awake,” I heard an unfamiliar female voice say softly.
 
   A large, warm hand slipped into mine and squeezed. 
 
   I groaned. “Uh…Jason? Zo? What…?”
 
   “Dani?”
 
   At the deep, familiar tone, all thoughts of headaches and bright lights momentarily subsided, and my eyes snapped open again. I turned my head on the pillow and caught my breath when I saw the man sitting there…beside my bed…holding my hand.
 
   “Um…am I dreaming?” I asked hoarsely.
 
   Looking disheveled and wearing pale green scrubs, MG pressed his lips together and shook his head. “No. And call me Gabe.”
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PROLOGUE
 
   MASE
 
   JANUARY 5, 1AE
 
    
 
   “I’m just sayin’ the General freaks me the fuck out, Mase, and…” Carter stopped talking—for once—as he shifted the beam of his flashlight to shine down the next aisle. “D’you hear that?”
 
   Carter could be dense, but if he thought he heard something, there was something to be heard. Thanks to the Virus, the guy had the ears of a dog.
 
   Mase lifted his left arm and made a fist, and the other two members of his fireteam froze behind him. Ahead, Carter stood, head cocked to the side. As one, they listened. Mase barely caught it—whimpering. After giving Carter a curt nod, he signaled for all three men to follow him, raised his M4, and crept closer to the noise.
 
   Patrolling the supply warehouses had been their duty for over a month, ever since the Virus had wiped out almost everyone, and they’d yet to find an intruder. General Herodson’s standing order was that only select personnel could enter the warehouses to guard, inspect, and distribute food and other supplies. Unless Mase was grossly mistaken, they were the only patrol on duty at Warehouse F until the shift change at midnight, which was still hours away.
 
   It looked like they’d found their first intruder.
 
   As they crept down the aisle between two towering metal shelving units stuffed with pallets of shrink-wrapped supplies—paper towels, toilet paper, plastic cups—they swept each side with the lights attached to their rifles. Halfway down the aisle, huddled on the cold cement floor, was the intruder. The girl was hugging her knees and hiding her face like she was trying to disappear. Mase scowled.
 
   Slowly, the girl raised her head, and when Mase saw her dirt-smudged face, his breath hitched. It couldn’t be her…not in the Colony. Her long, dark hair was ratted and clumped, tear tracks trailed down her cheeks, and confusion filled her eyes. Mase knew they were hazel from memory, even if he couldn’t see their color in the darkness.
 
   “Stand down,” Mase said to the other soldiers before turning his attention to the young woman. “Camille? What are you doing here? Are you hurt?” His voice was always deep, gravelly, but concern or maybe fear made it even harsher. Hesitantly, he took a step closer to her.
 
   Camille flinched, becoming an even tighter ball of folded limbs and tangled hair on the dirty cement floor.
 
   For the first time in his two years as a Ranger, Mase regretted spending so much time lifting weights. She was afraid of him. But he knew her. He had to help her.
 
   Clearing his throat, he put on what he hoped was a comforting smile and took another step closer.
 
   “We won’t hurt you,” he told the teenage girl as he knelt down in front of her. “I promise.” When he touched Camille’s arm, she flinched again. “I promise we won’t hurt you,” he repeated. Intruders were to be taken straight to headquarters—to General Herodson—but he couldn’t do that. They tended to disappear after that. Of course, if the bastard found out Mase had disobeyed his orders, Mase would disappear himself . . . but it was Camille.
 
   When she finally peered up at him, Mase did his best to look less intimidating by hunching his shoulders, hanging his head, not scowling. She watched him carefully, blank curiosity filling her face.
 
   “What are you doing here, Camille?”
 
   She opened her mouth to speak, but no sound came out. She tried again. “Who—who is Camille?”
 
   Surprised, Mase sat back on his heels and studied her. It is her, isn’t it? She was older—more a woman than a child, unlike the last time he’d seen her. Camille was a few years younger than him, so now she had to be at least seventeen. She still looked like a perfect little doll, though. There was no question in Mase’s mind that he was staring at the young woman he’d lived next door to nearly his entire life.
 
   “You,” he said. “You’re Camille. And I’m Mase.” He remembered the day her parents brought her home from the hospital…the afternoon she fell off her bike and chipped her tooth on the sidewalk…the Valentine’s Day she gave him a card made out of pink and purple construction paper…the day he taught her how to coast on his skateboard without falling…the night she ran away crying after meeting one of his girlfriends. But if Camille could remember any of that, she was hiding it well. She just stared, not responding, and began to shiver.
 
   Mase heard his men whispering and shuffling around behind him. He ignored them. “It’s okay, Camille,” he said, doing his best to soften his voice. “We’re friends. We were neighbors, remember? Back in Minneapolis? I used to look after you when your parents—”
 
   The other men chuckled, Carter bursting into open laughter. Mase flipped them the bird over his shoulder. They only laughed harder.
 
   “You…” Carter couldn’t stop laughing. “You…you used to babysit?”
 
   Rising, Mase spun and pointed threateningly at Carter. “Shut the fuck up.” He glared at each of the men, warning clear in his eyes, until they quieted. “Nobody touches her. Nobody says a fucking word about this. Forget you ever saw her.”
 
   Their amusement vanished, and they stared back at him with identical expressions—fear mixed with pity and regret. They knew what had to be done.
 
   “Mase,” the nearest said. “We have to turn her in. The General’s standing orders are to—”
 
   “I know the orders,” Mase snapped. “Fuck them. She’s not going anywhere near Herodson. Forget. You. Ever. Saw. Her.”
 
   After a brief hesitation, all three men nodded.
 
   Letting out a relieved breath, Mase turned back to Camille. She was watching him with eyes widened in interest, not fear. He knelt in front of her and explained, “It’s not safe for you here. You’re going to have to hide until I can get you registered as a Colonist.”
 
   Surprising him, Camille reached out and touched the side of his face with her fingertips, frowning when he flinched. “Where am I?” she whispered.
 
   Mase glanced back at his men, silently warning them to keep their mouths shut. If Camille didn’t have any memory of the Virus—of nearly everyone dying—he didn’t want to be the one to tell her. At least not yet. “You’re in the Colony. It used to be a military base. You’ll be safe here as soon as I get you registered.” He hesitated for a moment. “You have no idea how you got here?”
 
   Quietly, Camille said, “No. I have no idea.” She studied him with eerily calm eyes.
 
   A metallic bang stole Mase’s attention, and then the overhead lights flared to life. Someone else was in the warehouse. While the others stood nearby, rifles raised, Mase helped Camille hide between two pallets of paper towels. She was barely out of sight when the newcomers rounded the far end of the aisle. Mase’s stomach dropped when he saw him.
 
   “Atwell! How is your patrol going this evening?” asked the man leading a dozen soldiers. Dressed in his usual officer finery, General Herodson strolled down the aisle toward Mase…toward Camille.
 
   “Nothing unusual, Sir,” Mase reported, stepping away from Camille’s hiding place before the General was close enough to see her in the shadows.
 
   General Herodson inspected Mase and his fireteam closely. “So it seems,” he said, giving Mase an instant feeling of holy-fucking-shit. Casually, the General glanced around, his gaze lingering near Camille’s hiding spot.
 
   “How are the Ability transfers going?” Mase asked, hoping to distract him.
 
   The General looked at him with cold, gray eyes.
 
   Mase returned the man’s stare, refusing to look away. “Have there been any new developments? I know some of the men would like to get outfitted with regeneration or telekinesis.”
 
   General Herodson bared his teeth in a smile. “Not yet, no. However, we have had an interesting breakthrough on another project. We’re calling them ‘Re-gens’—they’re reanimated corpses, more or less. They even retain their Abilities, though they’re altered somewhat from what they were during their first lives.” He paused, glancing up at the lights thoughtfully. “But the process wipes their minds completely clean, making them very easy to influence.” He rubbed his hands together briskly. “No need to deal with pesky memories or morals.”
 
   Reanimated corpses. It took effort for Mase to keep his expression blank.
 
   Abruptly, General Herodson said, “As you were,” and turned to leave.
 
   Mase watched him walk away, reluctant to move. Why had the General told him about the Re-gens? Why had he come into the warehouse in the first place? Something wasn’t right.
 
   As they neared the end of the aisle, General Herodson and his guards halted. “CL-one,” the General called out as he turned to face Mase again. “Come here, CL-one.”
 
   Shocking the shit out of Mase, Camille wriggled out from her hiding spot and hurried to General Herodson’s side.
 
   Mase clenched his jaw, realizing he’d just signed his own death warrant.
 
   “CL-one is a particularly amazing Re-gen, don’t you agree, Atwell? We just finished her the other day.” General Herodson watched Mase like he was gauging every minute change in his expression. Mase kept his face hard and cold, like the General’s. “Take their weapons, my dear,” Herodson said to Camille.
 
   Even at a distance, Mase could see the confusion on Camille’s face. “Why, Father?” she asked softly.
 
   The General stiffened. “Because I told you to, my dear,” he said with strained affection. “These men must be arrested and put on trial. They broke the law. My law.”
 
   “Oh,” Camille said, sounding sad, or maybe confused. “What will happen to them after the trial?”
 
   It seemed to take a conscious effort for General Herodson to suppress his simmering anger. The man hated being questioned. “The other three will be banished from the Colony,” he said through gritted teeth. “Atwell will be executed and turned into a Re-gen.”
 
   “Okay,” she said, smiling contentedly. She took a deep breath, then shut her eyes. Her mouth thinned to a flat line.
 
   As Mase looked from her to General Herodson, hatred flooded his veins, quickly followed by adrenaline. His muscles vibrated with the unnatural strength that had increased steadily over the past two years. He was the strongest, fastest person he’d ever heard of—not that it would help him now. The General knew about his Ability. Mase figured that was probably the only reason he wanted to bring him back as a Re-gen: to be used…owned. Mase ground his teeth together and tried to think of a way out of this clusterfuck.
 
   Suddenly, his M4 tugged out of his hands and floated upward. He tried to yank it back down, but it continued to float higher. Moving quickly, he untangled his arm from the rifle’s strap before it forced him up onto his toes. From the sounds of his men cursing behind him, he knew they were being remotely disarmed as well. Mase watched as their weapons glided into the hands of the General’s guards. His attention was drawn to Camille, who was still concentrating. She was doing it.
 
   She opened her eyes and left the General’s side, a coy smile curving her mouth. Mase watched her approach him, frozen in remorse at what he’d caused. His men wouldn’t be “tossed out of the Colony”—they would be executed, regardless of what the General had claimed.
 
   It felt like minutes, but finally Camille reached Mase. She caught his gaze, a spark of sharp intelligence lighting eyes that had once been hazel but were now gray. Almost inaudibly, she whispered, “Do not be afraid, Mase. I will take care of you, just like you used to take care of me. And with my friends, we will take care of Father.”
 
   Mase barely registered her robotic intonation. He couldn’t believe what was about to happen. Soon, he would die, only to be brought back as something else. As someone else.
 
   The reanimated young woman stood on tiptoes and lightly touched her lips to Mase’s cheek. “My friends really do not like Father.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

MARCH 
 
   1AE
 
   


 
   
  
 



1
 
   ZOE
 
   MARCH 14, 1AE
 
    
 
   No! No! This can’t be happening!
 
   “Dani!” My voice carried throughout the eerily quiet field as I sprinted along the pasture fence, away from the barn and toward Dani’s bone-chilling scream. Jake was right behind me, the light from his flashlight dancing around my bare feet. Each breath was so loud, so raspy, it was like I could hear nothing else.
 
   My mind started to feel odd, momentarily distracting me as I ran, but I ignored the feeling along with the frigid air biting at my skin and the jagged rocks poking the bottoms of my feet. My eyes blurred with unshed tears, and I stumbled over something, barely catching myself before colliding with the unyielding ground. I shook my head, trying to dispel the disorienting fog that was steadily creeping into my mind.
 
   In the darkness a few yards ahead, I could see Jason’s shadowy form. His flashlight and gun were pointed in front of him as he swept into the forest with Jack, Dani’s German shepherd, leading the way.
 
   I slowed, hesitating at the edge of the forest. Seeing Jason’s pistol raised scared the shit out of me. Did he find something? Who’s in there? What’s in there?
 
   “D!” I cried out.
 
   In an instant, a strong hand wrapped around my arm. I whipped my head around to face Jake. “What—”
 
   “We have to be quiet, Zoe.” His voice was low and severe. He pointed into the woods, and I realized all I could hear was the sound of flapping wings and a hoot from an owl off in the distance. Jason wasn’t calling out for Dani; there were no voices.
 
   I nodded, feeling stupid, but I still wanted to call for her. I needed her to know that we were nearby…that we would find her. Why is this happening to us? Why can’t we catch a goddamn break!
 
   Turning back to the woods, I concentrated on controlling my breath and regaining some clarity. Why can’t I focus? Sanchez, Harper, Chris, and Carlos passed me, bouncing flashlight beams lighting their way into the dense forest. I vaguely noticed Biggs, Ben, and Ky following them, Biggs muttering curses under his breath. My head started to throb under the massive influx of foreign emotions. I shuttered myself against the onslaught and rushed into the woods, hardly feeling the scraggly branches poking and scratching me.
 
   “What was she even doing out here?” I rasped. I stopped inside the tree line, wishing I had been levelheaded enough to grab a flashlight and a pair of boots like everyone else.
 
   Jake stopped beside me, but Cooper trotted passed us, his nose skimming the ground for a scent. He locked on to a trail and began to follow it. I heard a barrage of whispers around me before everyone broke off into groups, but I focused on the dogs; they were following two different scent trails.
 
   After what felt like an hour of following, searching, and waiting for Jack or Cooper to find some sign of Dani, both dogs’ trails converged at a narrow, jagged tree stump. Jack whined, and Cooper sniffed the pine needles around the base of the stump. The dogs had found something. Instinctively, my gut balled into a knot.
 
   Ben, who was helping to keep his brother upright, began to say something. “I think—”
 
   “Here,” Harper said, aiming his flashlight at the exposed roots of the stump. Crouching, he shifted a fist-sized stone and picked something up.
 
   Chris stepped up behind him and peered over his shoulder. “Jason,” she said ominously, glancing at my brother.
 
   He moved to her side, and hesitantly, I followed. I stopped almost instantly. Jason’s dread washed over me, a wave of nausea making my insides lurch, and I had to close my mouth and hold my breath to avoid vomiting. Every hair on my body stood on end at the thought of what they’d found. “What is it?” I croaked. Please don’t say a body part…
 
   Stiffly, Jason squatted beside Harper, taking whatever Harper had found from his hand. A yellow piece of fabric?
 
   “It’s just like the ones we saw back at Lewis-McChord,” Chris said quietly. Rising from his seated position next to Jason, Jack stretched out his neck to sniff the cloth and whined.
 
   Chris glanced around at our confused faces and explained, “It’s an armband, or at least part of one. Some of the personnel were wearing these when they put our base on lock-down.” She shook her head. “We stole a few; it was the only way we could get off the base. The people wearing these”—she snatched the armband out of Jason’s hand and clenched it in her fist—“had something to do with the Virus.”
 
   “I’ve seen those before too, on people from the Colony,” Jake said. He’d been trying to convince us that the supposed safe haven was dangerous since we first met up with him at Fort Knox. “It must’ve been them…”
 
   An image of his sister’s dark hair and violet eyes flashed through my mind. He was remembering her. He was remembering the men who’d promised to help her, the men who had frightened her enough that she’d taken her own life before they could.
 
   Everyone looked at Jake, including my dangerously quiet brother. “Why would they take Dani?” Jason asked as he rose and took a menacing step toward Jake. “How would they even know we’re here?”
 
   I didn’t like Jason’s accusing tone, but Jake didn’t seem to notice. Never taking his eyes off the yellow armband, he answered, “I don’t know how they knew we were here, but if they wanted her bad enough to kidnap her…their resources are—were…” He paused. “It wouldn’t have been difficult for them to take her.” The images of his sister’s final breath played through his head…through mine. A gut-wrenching feeling of loss took root in the pit of my stomach.
 
   “You seem to know a lot about them,” Jason probed, taking another step toward Jake. “Maybe you know more than you’re letting on. Maybe you—”
 
   “You think I’d save Zoe’s life back at Fort Knox just to put her in danger again? You really are a piece of—” Jake inhaled and then emitted no further sounds, like he’d decided holding his breath for a while was the safer option. He was probably right.
 
   He met Jason’s challenging stare a moment longer before turning his angry gaze on me. “I warned you not to come here.” His words stung with truth.
 
   “Then how the fuck did they find us?” Jason’s voice was damning, his glare focused solely on Jake. I didn’t like it and felt a sudden desire to punch my brother in the face.
 
   “How the hell should I know?” Jake snapped. “We’ve been here over a month and nothing. You get here and now they know where we are.”
 
   Jason made a noise that was part exhale, part growl. “How exactly do you know so much about them?”
 
   “Because they tried to take my sister, and now she’s dead,” Jake replied hotly.
 
   The two men were standing less than two feet apart, Jason’s rage barely contained. He didn’t lose control often, but when he did…I shuddered, recalling the worst of the fights between him and our dad. Jason cracked his knuckles, an ominous sign I was all too familiar with, and I feared my brother wouldn’t be able to rein in his temper.
 
   I stepped between them. “It’s not Jake’s fault, Jason, so back off!”
 
   My brother ignored me, instead turning his aggression on Chris. “Stay the fuck out of my head,” he ordered, obviously feeling her cerebral fingers trying to manipulate his mental state into something more stable.
 
   Jake and Jason weren’t the only ones on edge. Biggs was worrying about Sarah and their unborn baby, and Ky was in pain, practically folding under the weight of our collective panic. Ky’s Ability to feel volatility—to sense and internalize everyone’s destructive emotions—was physically debilitating him. He reached for the flask in his pocket without a second thought. Abandoning Jason, Chris ran to Ky’s side.
 
   The weight and amount of negativity Ky was picking up on frightened me; it was as if he wasn’t just sensing our group, but all of the fear and hostility surrounding us. From Cañon City? From the Colony? Like Ky, I was pulled in all directions by the mounting unease and fear of everyone around us, as though I were being emotionally drawn and quartered. I wanted to scream.
 
   The looming fog seemed to thicken in my brain, tangling with the barrage of emotions. What the hell’s going on? I searched my convoluted mind for something I could grasp on to—something other than anger and fear and resentment. I’d been so fucking naïve to think everything would be okay once we found each other. Keep it together, Zoe, Dani needs you. 
 
   Closing my eyes, I took a deep breath, inhaling the scent of the forest—the sharp smell of pine needles, damp soil, and wood. The fog continued to spread its tendrils through my mind in a horrifyingly familiar way. I felt trapped in my own head, unable to escape the encroaching numbness. The only other time I’d felt such an overwhelming loss of mental control was when my mind had been invaded by Crazies in the hospital back at Fort Knox. What if we’re wrong? What if it isn’t the Colony?
 
   Feeling a sudden jolt of panic, I opened my eyes. I could see the lichen coating the tree trunks in the dim moonlight, like spots on a leopard. But there were no snarls or howls or voices beyond our group. There were no fiendish sounds of Crazies cackling in the distance. There were no signs giving me cause to think anyone was there at all. 
 
   But someone took Dani.
 
   A bolt of anger shot through me, jostling me from my statue-like state. I took a step toward my brother. “What the hell was she doing out here, Jason?” He’d always been big, bad, protective Jason—so why had he let Dani go outside, alone, in the middle of the night?
 
   In the faint moonlight dappling his face, I could barely make out the hard set of his features. “Peeing,” he answered lamely.
 
   “Peeing? Alone? In the woods?” My anger flared, fury consuming my disbelief and fear. “I can’t believe you, Jason! I just got her back, and now you—”
 
   “Fuck you!” He pointed at me in warning, his eyes glinting silver in the darkness. “She was just peeing,” he muttered.
 
   “I can’t believe someone was just standing here,” Biggs said and began pacing. “Were they just waiting for us this whole time? Sarah…the baby…” He looked up at Sanchez abruptly. “We need to get out of here,” he said evenly. “It’s not safe here anymore. We’ve—”
 
   “Do what you want,” Jason growled. “I’m going after Dani.”
 
   “You think you can just walk into the Colony and get her? We need a plan first,” Jake said, facing Chris and Sanchez. “We need—”
 
   “Need to what? To wait for them to hurt her? To do worse?” Jason’s tone was scathing as, once again, he took a step closer to Jake.
 
   “Calm down, Jason.” I placed myself between them again. “We need to come up with a plan first. I mean, what if it’s Crazies and has nothing to do with the—”
 
   “It’s not Crazies,” Jake and Jason said at the same time. They exchanged an irritated glance.
 
   I rolled my eyes. “If it is the Colony, they’ll outnumber us and—”
 
   “Then you stay here and plan,” Jason said with a smirk. “I’ll go find Dani.”
 
   “Get over yourself already!” I seethed. “You think I’m not worried about her? Like I haven’t been waiting to see Dani for months? Like I haven’t been worrying about her since all this bullshit started? Like suddenly I don’t care about her anymore because you’re in the picture? She’s my best friend, remember? Or did you forget that, since everything’s always about you?” My voice was riddled with bitterness and jealousy, and my words were laden with twenty-six years’ worth of resentment.
 
   To my surprise, Jason remained silent.
 
   Sanchez cleared her throat. “Look,” she said deliberately. “If we want to find your friend, we need to be rational. So grow the fuck up and stop arguing, and then we can come up with a plan that won’t get us all killed.”
 
   “We can’t do much else in the dark,” Harper said, his voice breaking through the tension. “The sun’ll be up in an hour or so, then we can continue searching for signs of what happened.”
 
   “I’m not finished looking for her,” Jason muttered and turned toward his tent.
 
   “I wasn’t implying that any of us were finished looking for her,” Harper clarified, but Jason continued stalking away. The rest of us dispersed, some making their way back to camp, but Jake, Harper, and I stopped at the edge of the forest, watching…thinking.
 
   “Look how close they were to us,” I said with a shaky breath. I gauged the distance between where we stood and the barn. Although far away, I could see the dim embers of the night’s fire and the outline of the hay bales and chairs surrounding it. I watched the dark figures of my companions as they moved around the camp. “We never even heard them.”
 
   Suddenly, as if my skin had become animated, creeping over my bones and muscles, I shivered. The thought of never seeing Dani alive again after everything we’d been through—journeying across the country, surviving homicide attempts and Crazies—caused a rogue tear to roll down my cheek. Determination, Zoe, I told myself. I hurriedly wiped the tear away.
 
   With my brother out of earshot, I turned to Harper. I recalled the fleeting look of unease that had flashed over his dark, handsome features when Dani had arrived the day before. Whatever he’d seen was startling enough to have made his green eyes flare with apprehension.
 
   “You had a vision earlier…yesterday, when you were hugging Dani, didn’t you?” I knew I wasn’t going to like his reply the moment he closed his eyes in…regret?
 
   Harper didn’t look at me when he spoke. “I saw her in darkness,” he said quietly. “I don’t know if she was sleeping or—”
 
   “Unconscious,” I finished for him, refusing to hear him utter the word “dead.”
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   ZOE
 
   MARCH 15, 1AE
 
    
 
   I sat on one of the hay bales arranged around the campfire and brushed off the bottoms of my feet to pull on my socks. My eyes drifted to Dani’s cup from the night before, sitting on the makeshift table Jake had made. It still held about an inch of white wine. Then my gaze moved to the empty liquor bottles and red plastic cups stacked on the boulder a few feet away. The sight was enough to make me sick to my stomach all over again. I couldn’t believe how stupid we’d been…how careless. We weren’t safe, and we never had been.
 
   Cooper licked the back of my hand, and I looked down. He was watching me with downtrodden eyes, his tail moving in a half wag. “Thank you for your help, Coop,” I said, rubbing his velvety ears. I hadn’t seen Jack in a while, but I assumed he was still in the tent with Jason.
 
   “What if whoever took Dani is waiting for you guys in town?” Sarah said to Biggs as he, Harper, and Sanchez noisily readied our weapons behind me. “I mean—”
 
   “They won’t be, baby,” Biggs said, trying to soothe her. “They have better things to do than wait around for the likes of us.” His voice was cool and easy, and I wondered if Sarah believed him. I wanted to believe him.
 
   I glanced over my shoulder in time to see Biggs give Sarah a kiss on the forehead. She smiled, rubbing her bulging belly anxiously. Their unborn child had grown so much in the past month that Sarah was limited to sweatpants and loose shirts, a look that was so out of character for the former fashionista, I almost smiled.
 
   “Are we at least moving camp?” she asked him, practically pleading. “I mean, what if they come back and take someone else?”
 
   “Dani might come back,” I interjected before Biggs could formulate an answer. I knew he wanted to leave. “Besides, they could’ve hurt us last night if they really wanted to. They’re not interested in the rest of us.” At least, I assumed they weren’t.
 
   Sarah tucked a strand of curly hair behind her ear and absentmindedly chewed on her fingernails—a new nervous habit she’d adopted within the last couple months since learning she was pregnant. Realizing I was watching her, she focused on me and lowered her hand from her mouth. “I guess that makes sense,” she said and wrapped her arms around her belly. It was like she was protecting the rapidly growing fetus from the gloomy shadow that had settled over us all.
 
   As Sarah retreated into the  barn, an image of her house in St. Louis flashed through her mind, and I knew she was missing her home. She hadn’t wanted to leave, but she’d done so for Biggs…for me. A fleeting pang of guilt gave me pause, but there was little I could do. I turned back around and picked up my right boot. Dani’s out there somewhere, in the hands of…who knows. That was my focus.
 
   Three miles to the east, Cañon City was the closest place to search for maps, plans, and anything else that could help us come up with a way to get Dani back. Jason didn’t like waiting, but most of us agreed we needed to be strategic if we were going to have any chance of rescuing her. Assuming she’s still alive.
 
   “I think we should assume these ‘Colony’ people want something specific from Danielle,” Grayson said, practically reading my mind. He sat on a hay bale on the other side of the dying fire. Although his face was grim and his weathered skin seemed particularly pinched around his eyes, his presence provided a sense comfort. I couldn’t quite pinpoint why. Maybe it was because Grayson reminded me of home, of my past.
 
   I thought of my dad and Jason, of how they used to be, but that only conjured a mess of unsettling memories. I can’t believe Dad’s really gone. Then, I remembered the box Jason had brought from Bodega Bay—our dad’s box. I glanced toward Jason’s tent on the edge of the woods, assuming it was in there with him.
 
   In my peripheral vision, I spotted Grayson watching me. I looked down at my boot instead of meeting his knowing, apologetic eyes. Satisfied that the laces were tied well enough, I pulled my pant leg down and raised my other foot to tie my left boot.
 
   “They wouldn’t have gone to all this trouble,” Grayson continued, “just to kill her, or—”
 
   I swallowed another wave of nausea. Once the sun had risen, we’d searched the woods surrounding our camp for what felt like endless, heart-wrenching hours, only to be left with nothing but broken twigs indicating there’d been a struggle, the torn yellow armband, a cigarette butt, and five sets of boot prints, not including our own. We’d wasted the early hours of the morning getting nowhere. It was difficult to remain hopeful when I could feel everyone’s concern and even some of their doubt.
 
   I gathered my hair behind me and started weaving it into a French braid, wondering what was taking Jason so long to get ready.
 
   “—saying. They knew what they were after, and they must have planned it ahead of time.” Grayson leaned forward to stoke the fire with a scrap of cardboard.
 
   “If they were after her specifically,” Harper said, drawing my attention to him, “they must’ve known about her ‘Ability’.” He was rifling through an ammo-filled duffel bag behind me. “It’s the only thing that makes sense.”
 
   “But what would they want with her Ability?” Carlos asked as he, too, joined us, donning his leather jacket. Though the sun was up, it was chilly. “A lot of you have an Ability, you know, so why take her instead of…” He shrugged.
 
   Grayson nodded thoughtfully and scratched his brow. “True. There are other, more accessible victims they could’ve taken.” He glanced at Sarah as she waddled out of the barn, her cheeks packed with the last mouthful of her second breakfast.
 
   Carlos tossed a piece of straw into the fire. “And…how’d they know about her? How’d they know anything about us?”
 
   “Well, I suppose the first thing we need to consider is who, outside of us, knows anything about the people in our group.” Grayson reached behind him, pulling a couple saddlebags up into his lap, and he began packing them with water and granola bars.
 
   Carlos crouched down near the fire, his eyes squinting from the brightness of the sun. “Hmmm…”
 
   Sarah stopped at the edge of the campfire and tossed her paper napkin and plate into the pit. The flames grew. As I leaned in toward their heat, I scrubbed my face with my hands and took a deep breath. I watched the dancing flames until they died back down, recalling the weekend bonfires Dani and I used to have on the beach back home.
 
   The beach… The memory of a dream flickered to life.
 
    
 
   I was lying on an incredibly soft mattress, candles glowing all around me, illuminating the fire burning in Jake’s eyes. “I’m going to do things to you, Zoe,” he whispered against my cheek with delicious promise. His fingertips skimmed across my belly, lingering at the waistband of my boy shorts, and his lips were soft and moist against my neck as he kissed me. I closed my eyes in anticipation.
 
   “I’m definitely going to do things,” he said again.
 
   “Yeah?” I giggled. “What sort of things?”
 
   “I’m going to…” His warm breath caressing my skin turned into a chilly breeze, and the heat of his body against mine vanished. A bright, blinding light seared through my eyelids. Instinctively, they flew open, and I sat up. Wait…what?
 
   I was lying on a beach—a seemingly familiar beach that Dani and I spent long summer days lounging on back home—and I was suddenly wearing a purple bikini. I closed my eyes and sighed. So much for a salacious dream tonight. I stretched out on my towel in resignation.
 
   “Hi, Zoe.”
 
   I opened my eyes and sat up with a start. Dani was sitting on a green towel beside me, her legs crossed and her hand raised. She waved casually. Her hair was poofier and redder than usual, and she seemed more subdued.
 
   “Uh…hey, D.” I flashed her an awkward smile, and then realized she wasn’t the only thing in my dream that seemed off. The cypress tree up on the ridge to my left was too small, and the ocean stretching out in front of me was too blue, too vibrant.
 
   “Hey, Zoe.” Dani said again, and I looked back at her. Her grin suddenly grew…too big. I frowned.
 
   Is there a glitch in the matrix or something? I plastered a tolerant, perhaps sad smile on my face. It would be nice if any of this was real. “Hey, D.”
 
   Dani donned a pair of sunglasses that appeared out of nowhere and lay down on her towel, her strangely too-red curls fanning out behind her. As she adjusted her bikini top, I noted she was much curvier than in real life.
 
   I started chewing on the inside of my cheek. “This dream is really creeping me out.”
 
   The breeze died down, and Dani suddenly vanished.
 
   “That’s my fault,” a man’s voice echoed around me. “I was trying to recreate a scenario that would be comfortable and familiar to you.”
 
   Startled, I scanned the beach. There was no one there. “Who are you, and what the hell are you doing in my dream?” My eyes narrowed as I again scanned the endless beach, expecting to see someone walking toward me.
 
   He chuckled. “I think you know who I am.”
 
   It was strange having a conversation with someone I didn’t know…and couldn’t see. “Do I?” At first I wasn’t convinced, but when he chuckled again, I thought about the mystery guy from Dani’s dreams. Is it possible he’s real? “MG…?”
 
   “According to Dani, yes, that would be me.”
 
   “And you’re in my dream because…?”
 
   “I’m doing a favor for our mutual friend.”
 
   Relieved, I smiled. “Really? Then she’s okay?” I hadn’t heard from her in weeks, not since she’d gone off on her own. “Is she still alone?”
 
   “Yes, she’s okay. She’s with her friends, and she wants to know where you are. They’re on their way to meet you, but it might take them a while…they’re on horseback.”
 
   Ignoring a fleeting feeling of distrust, I told him where we planned to set up camp once we made it to Colorado. Dani was alive, and I knew MG was the only hope I had of finding my best friend and my brother.
 
    
 
   “I knew I shouldn’t have trusted him,” I spat.
 
   Six heads whipped in my direction.
 
   “Trusted who, Baby Girl?” Harper asked.
 
   “The bastard from her dreams. Mystery Guy or MG or whatever she calls him,” I said. In my moment of clarity, I’d bitten the inside of my cheek too hard, and I could taste salty blood welling in the break of my skin. “I told him where Dani could find us…where we’d be.” I lowered my face to my hands. “I can’t believe I was so stupid! It had to be—”
 
   “But he helped bring us together,” Carlos reminded me. “Why would he do something like this?”
 
   “He was playing us,” I snapped. “He’s the only one who knew we were here. And, outside of us, he’s the only one who knows about Dani’s Ability.” I shook my head, still staring into the fire pit, which was once again a smoldering mess of embers and weak flames. “Why was he in her dreams to begin with? How did he even find her?” Was he hunting her? Herding her to the Colony?
 
   “Wait.” Still crouched, Harper pivoted to face me. “Didn’t Dani ask him to find us, to find you?”
 
   Carlos stood up defensively. “She did. And he helped her learn how to use her Ability. He’s her friend.”
 
   The reminder made my skin crawl. Was he grooming her? Molding her into a toy, something he could play with? I groaned. Not knowing what MG wanted with Dani filled me with dread.
 
   Understanding widened Harper’s eyes. “He had to have known we’d figure it out eventually—”
 
   “Right, and now that we know who he is…we still don’t know who he really is,” I bit out, wanting to scream. “It’s fucking perfect.”
 
   “Which is why we need to leave,” Biggs said forcefully. “He knows we’re here, and if he’s got the whole Colony to back him, we can’t protect ourselves if he comes back for us.”
 
   “But he could’ve killed us already,” Harper argued. “He could’ve killed us, taken Dani, and never given us a second thought. I mean, it makes sense that he’s the one who took her, but the repercussions of letting us live…” He shook his head.
 
   “We’re nothing to them. There are only a dozen of us and only half are trained to fight.” I counted to five and then to ten, trying to breathe away the tremors of outrage.
 
   Jake strode over from the stable, oblivious to our collective realization. “You ready?” He dropped a pistol holster next to me on the hay bale. “This one straps to your thigh,” he explained. “Chris had an extra. It’ll make lugging your duffle bag around easier.”
 
   I gave him a weak, grateful smile, loving his thoughtfulness and the way his warm, brown eyes made me feel a little less pissed off. “Thanks.”
 
   Sanchez cleared her throat and we turned to her. She was focusing on the small, fold-up map in her hands. “I know the Colony is set up at Peterson, but what about this other base—”
 
   “They were going to take Becca to Peterson,” Jake said. “Dani’s situation doesn’t seem so different.”
 
   “What happened to her—your sister, I mean?” Carlos asked. I could feel his growing fear.
 
   After a moment, Jake shrugged. He was as exhausted as the rest of us, and naturally, he wasn’t eager to relive the moment his sister died in a bloody heap in his arms.
 
   “We need to know everything we’re up against,” Grayson told him.
 
   Jake’s expression was blank, but he nodded slowly. I reached for his hand and pulled him down to sit beside me. He started by telling them that his sister was like Harper, that the Virus had changed the way her mind worked, and that she had visions of the future.
 
   “But I didn’t know it was real. I thought she was losing her mind.” He paused and looked down at his hands, picking idly at the callouses that had formed on his palms. “Gabe—my best friend—was a contracted geneticist at Peterson. He swore he could help her, that he could fix her.”
 
   Jake continued, his natural reserve making it difficult to speak openly about what was easily the worst night of his life. His words faded to a steady hum in my ears as his memories of the events surrounding his sister’s death played out in his head, drawing me deeper into his mind. His remorse cloaked my own emotions, and I could feel the excruciating depth of his emptiness, his crushing regret. Feeling Jake’s pain helped fuel my determination to make sure Dani’s fate wouldn’t resemble Becca’s. Unbidden tears accumulated in the corners of my eyes, and I blinked them away.
 
   “Becca saw what the people at Peterson were going to do to her, and she chose death instead.” Jake ran his fingers through his short, dark brown hair.
 
   With the exception of a hawk screeching somewhere in the distance and the crackle of the dying fire, it was completely silent.
 
   After a long moment, Sanchez said, “We should probably go or we’ll run out of daylight before we get back.”
 
   “He’s gone!” Chris called from behind me. I turned around to see her jogging back from the stable. “Jason’s not in his tent and his horse is gone.” She glanced out at the woods. “So is Jack.”
 
   Carlos jumped up from his seat on the other side of the fire. “He left?”
 
   “I should’ve known,” I muttered. “He’s going to try and get Dani…on his own. He going to get himself killed, and then Dani’s going to blame herself for his death, just like she did with Cam.” Terror jolted through me, and I stood and started pacing. My brother is going to get himself killed.
 
   Carlos hurried over to Chris. “We have to go after him. We have to—”
 
   “We can’t go after him,” she said sympathetically. “We don’t know how much ground he’s covered or which route he took. We have no idea where he is, and even if we do find him, he won’t come back with us.” She squeezed his shoulder. “Jason knows how to take care of himself. We need to stick together, and we need to focus on getting Dani back.” She turned her attention to Sanchez. “I’ll stay here and wait for Jason in case he returns. Get to Cañon City. Find out everything you possibly can about Peterson, and get your asses back here.”
 
   “I’ll finish getting the horses ready,” Carlos offered, jogging toward the stable.
 
   As I turned to follow him, Jake’s strong fingers entangled with mine, giving me a momentary wash of comfort. I peered at him, a tired but grateful smile spreading across my face, and he glanced toward Jason’s tent. “He’ll be back,” he said, trying to reassure me.
 
   No he won’t. I knew how my brother was, but I nodded without arguing and continued on to the stable.
 
   Wings stood out among the group of grays, chestnuts, and bays. I smiled. Of course Dani would ride the most vibrant paint horse I’d ever seen. Wings’s colors were rich and pure and bold, like her owner. Taking a slight detour, I stopped by a galvanized tub that held a few small apples and snatched one before heading over to introduce myself to my new riding companion.
 
   “She’s all ready for you,” Carlos said as he double-checked the cinch around Wings’s belly.
 
   I unwound her leather reins from the metal railing. “Thanks.”
 
   Carlos gave me a quick nod and started toward the barn, toward Chris.
 
   “You’re not coming with us?”
 
   He shook his head. “I’m gonna wait with Chris.”
 
   I shrugged and turned my attention back to Wings. Thoughtfully, I looked into her watchful, pale blue eyes. They were inquiring and cautious. “Hey, girl,” I whispered. I couldn’t communicate with animals like Dani, so I was left to my own devices to win her favor. I placed my palm below her velvety nose so she could smell my scent.
 
   Wings’s nostrils flared as she studied me. Slowly, she lowered her head to my palm. Her ears—one white, one coffee-brown—angled toward me, and her head bobbed a little, almost like she was nodding with approval.
 
   “I know I’m not Dani, but I like horses, too. I’ll take good care of you for her,” I promised, stroking her chin and patting her thick, mostly-white neck. I held out the apple and offered it to her in my flattened palm. Eagerly, she reached for the treat with her lips, pulling it into her mouth. When it was gone, she nudged me. Wings suddenly seemed excited to have me as a riding partner, and I couldn’t help but grin at my small but very important victory.
 
   “Ready?” Jake asked, his deep voice interrupting me from my celebratory moment.
 
   “Yeah.” I smiled, stroking Wings’s sleek neck once more before moving to her side and climbing up into the saddle with surprising ease—I hadn’t been on a horse in years, but walking would take too long and cars weren’t a viable option. Carlos had gauged the length of the stirrups perfectly. I pulled back on the reins ever so slightly, backing the mare away from the hitching post and positioning her toward the rest of the group.
 
   “You’re pretty good at that,” Jake said enviously as he struggled with the reddish-brown horse he was riding…or trying to ride.
 
   Grinning, I observed his valiant attempt at horsemanship. I was no expert, but I’d taken enough riding classes with Dani to have some know-how. “Your reins are too tight,” I offered, stopping Wings beside him. “Give him some slack and he’ll like you more.” I lifted mine to demonstrate.
 
   “I need to give him an apple so he’ll like me more,” he muttered, and my grin widened. Jake loosened the tension of the reins so the horse could move his head in stride as he walked, and then his gaze met mine, a playful glint in his eyes. A slight smile curved his lips. He opened his mouth to say something but closed it again when Harper guided his horse up beside us.
 
   “Let’s go,” he said, waving for us to follow him.
 
    
 
   ~~~~~
 
    
 
   Still sitting atop our mounts, we paused in the cover provided by two houses, grateful to have reached the outskirts of Cañon City. The ride had taken just under an hour, but my butt was paying the price.
 
   “Downtown’s a little ways that way,” Jake said, pointing to the southeast through a ritzy suburban neighborhood that stretched out ahead. He continued to speak, but I was distracted. I couldn’t tear my eyes from the serrated, snow-covered peaks of the Rocky Mountains to the north and west of us. I had been surrounded by their majesty for over a month, but the sight of them still enthralled me. Colorado was untamed and beautiful—so different from the colonial grace and sprawling greens I’d left behind in Salem.
 
   Sighing, I threw my leg over Wings to dismount.
 
   “What’re you doing, Baby Girl?” I glanced over my shoulder to see Harper’s eyebrows raised in curiosity as my boots hit the ground with a thud.
 
   “Getting off my horse so whoever’s here doesn’t hear us clomping in a mile away.” I walked Wings through a gate into a large, overgrown backyard. She followed me happily, eyeing the tall, untended grass. I waited for everyone else to follow suit. When I looked back at them expectantly, they dismounted from their horses—some with more ease than others—and did the same.
 
   We secured the horses and unloaded what supplies we needed before heading toward downtown. After almost an hour of mostly silent slinking around, ducking under windowsills and crouching behind delivery trucks, we spotted the row of stone and brick buildings lining Main Street. It was easy to imagine the city in its heyday, booming with miners and cowboys in the decades after the gold rush. But now, windows were shattered, neon graffiti colored century-old brick walls, and cars were covered in dirt and grime, the only remnants of the season’s final snow.
 
   With the exception of our footsteps and hushed exchanges, Cañon City was quiet. There were no barking dogs, no Crazies mumbling incessantly, and no soldiers patrolling the streets. This seems a little too easy. My gaze veered up to the rows of windows on the second floor of the buildings, suddenly sinister and foreboding. Where are all the Crazies? That was one thing we’d come to expect.
 
   “Something’s not right,” Sanchez said inside my head, and I assumed she was speaking telepathically to the others as well. Even though her Ability wasn’t as strong or multifaceted as Dani’s, it was still useful. “Where are the Crazies?” she asked, echoing my thoughts.
 
   “There are worse things than no Crazies,” I offered, not wanting to give the others too much time to consider turning back.
 
   My companions exchanged apprehensive glances before we continued on to Main Street.
 
   Staying true to our usual, cautious methods, Jake and I paused in an open, brick alley between two buildings, waiting for Harper and Sanchez to scout the nearby parking lots and shops. The cinderblock museum and history center, the most promising place to search for useful information about the Colony’s layout, was a few blocks further down the street.
 
   A gust of wind whooshed through the empty, stinking alleyway. The brisk air bit at my skin, and I shivered. My sweatshirt wasn’t cutting it, especially since I’d stopped walking. Sunlight reflected off of a storefront window ahead, and I squinted in the glare. An antique shop was nestled between a pool hall and bridal shop.
 
   “Ready?” Jake asked, looking back at me. He nodded across the street in the direction Harper and Sanchez had gone, but I was focused on the figures in the antique shop’s display window. Sun-washed mannequins posed—one wearing a 1950s floral-print, halter sundress, the other in faded blue jeans and a vintage, olive-green bomber jacket. Its distressed leather looked worn and soft and enticingly warm. It looked so comfortable, I was practically salivating. I glanced up at the hand-painted sign: Alice’s Attic.
 
   “Hey,” Jake nudged my shoulder with his. “What’s up?”
 
   “I’m cold,” I said, glancing up and down the street. I looked over at Harper and Sanchez, who were moving toward the antique shop. “Where are we going?” I asked, happy to be moving closer to the shop that held the jacket and my potential warmth, but confused to be headed to the right, away from the museum.
 
   “Pit stop,” Jake said, pointing to the sign that hung three stores down from the antique shop. Tommy’s Gun Exchange, read bold red and orange letters. Perfect.
 
   Jake reached for my hand, entwining our fingers, and we hurried across the street toward the others. Sanchez was already inside Tommy’s, rifling through what remained of the store’s stock, while Harper waited just outside the entrance, his sidearm drawn and aimed as he scanned up and down the street for movement.
 
   Once we reached Harper, I pointed my thumb over my shoulder in the direction of Alice’s Attic and said, “I’m going to grab a jacket.”
 
   Stopping a few steps inside the store, Jake glanced back at me with an agitated smirk.
 
   Harper chortled. “Why am I not surprised.”
 
   I shrugged, equally annoyed with my inability to withstand the cold, and flashed them both an innocent smile. “Sorry,” I mouthed.
 
   “Jake,” Sanchez called from the back of the store. “Bring me that bag, would ya?”
 
   Harper looked from Jake to me. “I’ll go with her.” He nodded toward Alice’s. “Come on, Baby Girl,” he said with a nudge and started down the sidewalk, rifle drawn and each footstep light and calculated.
 
   I glanced back at Jake, who nodded hesitantly. “Be quick about it.”
 
   Harper and I reached Alice’s in less than a minute. The glass door was shattered, allowing us to slip into the shop easily.
 
   I climbed up into the window display, unnerved by the antique mannequins, whose eyes were too wide and animated and whose mouths were too small for their heads. With a scrunched face, I unzipped the jacket, hoping the sleeves would be long enough for me. Harper helped me maneuver the plastic person’s arms, jerking it toward me a few times, clearly entertained each time I recoiled. It was just…creepy.
 
   Finally, I freed the jacket and shrugged into it. The moment I zipped it up—the bottom snug around my waist and the stand-up collar closing around my neck—I sighed. It fit perfectly. Unzipping the pockets, I stuck my hands inside and posed. “How’s it look?”
 
   Harpers eyebrows waggled in playful interest, and he flashed me a killer smile. “Not too bad,” he said with a wink. “Alright, let’s get this show on the road.”
 
   He was making his way for the door just as the rumble of an engine echoed down the street. We were hugging the shadows on the walls in milliseconds, my body tense and my heartbeat quickened.
 
   “Shit,” I hissed. Harper reached for my hand and pulled me closer to him.
 
   The engine noise grew louder until a military Jeep sped past and continued through downtown.
 
   “Damn, they’re in a hurry.” Harper whispered. “Let’s move before—”
 
   The sound of roaring engines grew louder, and another truck passed the antique store and stopped somewhere not too far down the street. Hearing the engines turn off and the doors creak open, I prayed the newcomers weren’t planning on hanging around. We shuffled closer to the door and watched five men unload their things and settle into a store a few buildings up from us on the same side of the road. Shit. They had duffel bags and thermoses of what I assumed was coffee, or possibly booze, to warm their insides and help alleviate their boredom. So…not just a quick stop then.
 
   With the soldiers out of sight, Harper and I hurried down the street to the gun exchange. Once inside, the four of us fell into a heated debate over whether we should stay and keep searching for helpful information or go back to camp.
 
   “What other options do we have? We need information…something, otherwise this trip was pointless,” I said anxiously. We’d come so far and now they were considering turning back. “There are only four of us. There’s gotta be a way we can get to the museum without being seen.”
 
   Sanchez and Harper considered it for a moment, and finally Sanchez nodded. “Fine, but we need to stay off the main road. We’ll go in from the back.”
 
   “There’s probably an alley,” Jake said, and he found my hand and led me to the back of the gun store. He unlocked the back door and slowly opened it. Loosening his grip on my fingers, he let go and leaned out for a better look. A moment later, he closed the door. “The back alley runs along all the buildings. If they stay inside, it’s doable.”
 
   Sanchez took a deep breath. “Let’s get this over with,” she said bitterly.
 
   Within minutes, we were darting behind the buildings, crouching and ducking wherever we could. We were getting close. Just as Jake and I slipped behind an enormous delivery truck, a screen door flung open. It was the back door to a café—crates of coffee filters and paper cups were piled beside the dumpsters like they’d been unloaded but never delivered. Sanchez and Harper were up ahead, but Jake and I were stuck behind the truck, waiting for whoever had come out of the café to go back inside.
 
   “I thought we were giving her a few days to get the intel,” a man with a lisp said. Curious, I peeked through a slat in a stack of empty crates behind the truck just in time to see him unzipping his pants. I shrank back. The man—a soldier wearing green fatigues with a black armband wrapped around each sleeve at the biceps—had dark hair and a goatee. I could smell the tobacco smoke from his cigarette amidst the other rank smells of rotting food in the dumpsters.
 
   “I mean, I don’t get it,” he said. I could tell by his muddled words that he was holding the cigarette between his lips as he used his hands to pee…at least that’s what I assumed he was doing. “Just seems a little excessive, don’t you think?”
 
   “Apparently she’s something special. He wants her back sooner,” another man called from inside.
 
   “She better be great in bed for all this trouble we’re going to. I thought he had a thing for the doctor, but I guess he can get away with more than one piece of ass.” The man cleared his throat. “Either way, I heard his newest flavor is a redhead.” He groaned. “I love redheads.”
 
   A redhead…that could be Dani! So, who’s the “he”? MG? The soldier’s second groan made me want to walk over and kick him repeatedly in the groin, especially when the men inside the café only laughed.
 
   “So, the raid’s moved up to tomorrow night?” After goatee zipped up his pants, I heard him take a deep drag on his cigarette and cough.
 
   “Roger that. We’ve got to get his toy home safe and sound, though. God, have you seen that bitch naked? I swear, I’ve never gotten a chub so fast.”
 
   “Hey, fuck-wad,” another man called. “Are you taking a piss or a dump? If you’re taking a shit at least shut the fucking door!”
 
   Goatee laughed. “Shut up, dickhead, I’m done. Don’t get your panties in a bunch.”
 
   Once the screen door slammed closed, I looked at Jake. The dread I felt was mirrored in his eyes. A raid? Assuming Dani was the “redhead,” I couldn’t help but think they were likely talking about us.
 
   “A raid? Tomorrow?” I mouthed.
 
   Jake shook his head, not wanting to think about an impending catastrophe while we were in the middle of another.
 
   Carefully, we continued on toward the museum. Once we were inside, luck seemed to throw us a much-needed bone—a regular post-apocalyptic miracle. The museum contained ample information about Peterson Air Force Base.
 
   We rummaged through the mini-exhibit and gathered a few maps of the base—they were vague and had obviously been created for tourists, but helpful nonetheless—a few history and general information books, and some black-and-white photos that had been taken on the base.
 
   After nearly an hour, we cautiously found our way back to the horses, hoping that the café outpost was the only one we needed to worry about. It was another hour before we made it back to camp, leaving us with only a few hours before dusk.
 
   Chris was the first person we saw as we rode up behind the barn. She’d apparently been waiting for us.
 
   “I was starting to worry,” she said, then let out a nervous laugh. “I never thought I’d be so happy to hear Sanchez’s voice in my head.” She surveyed our group, her eyes assessing, and I figured she was making sure we’d all made it back in one piece.
 
   Jake’s boots hit the ground with a dull thump, and he started unloading the duffel bags and backpacks of weapons, ammo, books, and maps. I dismounted and patted Wings on the neck, thanking her for being so steady and fast.
 
   “We saw soldiers…I’m assuming from the Colony. They had trucks and were wearing armbands, but these ones were black instead of yellow.” I frowned, feeling slightly ill as I recalled the perverted comments they’d been making. “We overheard them talking about a redhead…and, well, they mentioned a raid that’s supposed to happen tomorrow,” I told Chris while, around me, the others were unsaddling their horses. “We think the raid’s gonna be here.”
 
   “Great,” Chris breathed.
 
   “Seriously. We were talking on the way back and we think we should leave. We can’t take any chances. Especially with Sarah so—”
 
   “Carlos is gone,” she blurted.
 
   I froze, my mouth gaping open. “What?”
 
   “I’m sure he went after Jason.”
 
   “Jesus,” I muttered, resting my forehead against the side of the barn.
 
   Chris ignored my melodramatics. “So…Ky and Ben went after Carlos. Ky felt responsible, since Carlos must’ve ridden right past him.” Her eyes drooped with exhaustion, and she shook her head. “This is such a damn mess.”
 
   I could sense there was something else she needed to tell us.
 
   “What is it?” I groaned, straightening and dropping my hands to my sides. “What else happened?”
 
   “A woman showed up this afternoon. She’s not a Crazy, but something’s not right about her. Her mind is…off, somehow. Cooper heard her walking around in the forest and…” Chris shook her head again. “Anyway, she was unarmed, confused, and seemed like she hadn’t bathed or eaten anything in a while. Sarah and I got her cleaned up and fed her.”
 
   Sanchez took Wings’s reins from me, and Chris matched my stride as I headed for the campfire.
 
   “She seemed so lost and helpless,” Chris added.
 
   As we rounded the corner of the barn, I slammed into Jake’s stiff, motionless body. “Jesus, Jake…” I half expected him to turn around and reach out to steady me like he’d done so many times before, but he didn’t move. I righted myself and glared at him. He was completely unfazed that I’d just crashed into him. “Good thing I’m not as delicate as I used to be,” I muttered tartly, but he didn’t notice. Shock and horror—his shock and horror—trumped all preceding thought, and goose bumps prickled my arms.
 
   I shifted my eyes in the direction of his to find the woman Chris had mentioned—our uninvited guest. The duffel bag Jake had flung over his shoulder slid to the ground with a heavy thud.
 
   “Oh my God,” I rasped, and Jake said, “Becca?”
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   From the journal of Danielle O’Connor:
 
    
 
   Apparently I was attacked by a roving band of Crazies. That’s what MG says, anyway. There was a patrol of Colony soldiers nearby, and they stopped the Crazies from doing whatever their insane little minds desired. I don’t actually remember it, probably because I got knocked out and now have the mother of all headaches.
 
   Honestly, all I remember is stepping out of the tent for a minute in the middle of the night, then waking up in a hospital with absolutely no idea of how I got there. I guess the Crazies really did a number on my head. At least the Colony patrol was around. Lucky me…
 
   Yes, I know I should be grateful and super happy that I didn’t get maimed or killed by the Crazies, but this place is kind of weirding me out. It’s not the hospital that’s bothering me, exactly, but the fact that it has electricity, which I haven’t seen in months. I’ve decided I hate florescent lights.
 
   Mostly, I just want to get back to Zo’s camp. Jason and Zo and the others are probably freaking out, and I can’t even use my telepathy to let them know I’m okay. I mean, my Ability’s working, but it’s not strong enough to reach across the fifty or so miles separating us. FML.
 
    
 
   ~~~~~
 
    
 
   Thin paper crinkled beneath me as I shifted my butt on the padded exam table. I was sitting on the edge, my legs dangling over the foot of the table. It was my first official trip out of my itty-bitty hospital room since waking this morning, and MG had escorted me down a single flight of stairs and all the way to…an even smaller room. How lovely.
 
   At least I had a change of scenery. I’d exchanged a hospital bed, beeping monitors, and a cramped bathroom for an exam room containing only a padded table, a rolly stool, and a cabinet-counter-sink-desk fixture that looked to have been manufactured in the 1980s.
 
   I sighed heavily. “I still don’t really remember what happened,” I told the doctor, who was standing in front of me. She leaned close as she shined a small, painfully bright penlight into my eyes. She was middle-aged, her gray-streaked, black hair was cut in a tasteful bob that reached just past her chin, and her eyes were a deep, ocean blue. They hardened at my words. Well, excuse me.
 
   She clicked the light off, stuck it in the breast pocket of her lab coat, and shook her head, making her sleek hair sway. “You’ll have to ask your Domestication Officer. I’m not up to date on your background information.”
 
   “Doctor…”—I glanced at the front of her coat, double-checking the silver name badge pinned to her lapel—“Wesley, I’m not asking for special treatment or anything. I’m just…confused.” I took a deep breath, then shivered, thinking they had enough power to bump the thermostat up a few notches based on all the lights glowing throughout the building. “I mean, I was in the woods, and then I woke up in a hospital bed…I don’t remember getting attacked by Crazies…I don’t remember getting saved by the soldiers…I don’t remember coming here…I don’t remember anything. It’s strange.”
 
   The taupe walls of the cramped exam room seemed to be closing in on me, awakening a newfound claustrophobia. All the shiny instruments and disposable utensils on the counter took on a new, menacing purpose, and I shivered again. A thin, bleach-white cotton robe was the only thing covering my peek-a-boo hospital gown. It wasn’t doing much to stave off the chill.
 
   “You remember something from before you were—” Dr. Wesley snapped her mouth shut as she stepped over to the counter a few feet away from the foot of the exam table and flipped open a folder. “Hmmm…you’re not a…usually I only deal with…” She shook her head. “This is very unusual.” Her intense blue eyes studied my face, and the delicate lines spider webbing across her temples and around the corners of her mouth deepened.
 
   “Unusual” wasn’t quite the word I would’ve used, but her acknowledging the oddness of my lost hours made me feel a little vindicated. “That’s what I’m trying to tell you. I mean, is it normal for a concussion to lead to memory loss?” I asked the doctor. “All I remember is stepping out after…um…hanging out with my friends.” Blushing, I recalled the delicious sensations I’d experienced at Jason’s fingertips—and other parts—only a few minutes before getting knocked out. “I remember walking a little further into the woods, and then I woke up here. I don’t think I even have a…whatever-you-called-it officer.”
 
   “Domestication Officer,” Dr. Wesley said absentmindedly before shaking her head and whispering, “Gabriel. I should have known.” With renewed interest, she returned to the first medical chart in the folder and scanned it from top to bottom.
 
   Dangling over the edge of the exam table, my feet were cold despite the thick, white socks I was wearing. I rubbed them together idly and grumbled, “We never should’ve left Bodega Bay…should’ve just had ’em come to us.”
 
   As she read, the doctor transformed into a living ice sculpture, not moving, apparently not even breathing. Did she find something alarming in my charts?
 
   “What is it, Dr. Wesley?” My head was pounding. It felt like my skull was being used as an anvil by an angry blacksmith. Am I dying? Do I only have days to live? Only hours? This is so unfair!
 
   The doctor shook her head, and like she was shaking off sheets of ice with that simple gesture, the rest of her body regained movement. She set the folder on the counter. “I just thought something looked off, but I was wrong. It’s nothing. Tell me what you remember from before you woke up. Maybe I can help.”
 
   I didn’t bite, at least not at first. Instead, I eyed her warily, wondering what had caused her sudden change of heart; she’d been aloof and dismissive only moments before. Maybe it has something to do with MG—Gabriel?
 
   I shook my head, which only seemed to enthuse the miniature blacksmith pounding away inside my skull, then squeezed my eyes shut and concentrated. What was I thinking about? Oh yeah: what to tell the doc. Was it entirely wise to tell her, a stranger, about my friends…about our little camp? But, if I made nice with the doctor, befriended her, maybe she really would help me remember what happened. For some odd reason, I felt like I could tell her, like I could trust her—though my processing ability was slightly limited at the moment.
 
   I opened my eyes a little wider than usual and raised my eyebrows just a touch, hoping to look innocent and naïve. “We were traveling for a few months…from my hometown. We could’ve stayed there—probably should’ve—but hindsight is twenty-twenty, right?”
 
   Dr. Wesley nodded and brought the bright, evil penlight up to my eyes again. “Follow this light, but don’t move your head,” she directed.
 
   Sharp pain lanced the front of my skull as I tracked it from side to side. “Just so you know, it feels like you’re sticking knitting needles into my brain through my eyeballs,” I told her, gritting my teeth.
 
   “Mmm…I’m not surprised.”
 
   Then why are you doing it? I wanted to shout.
 
   “You have a pretty nasty concussion. You were struck here,” she said as she gently brushed her fingers over a tender spot behind my left ear. Finally, she returned the torturous light to her breast pocket.
 
   I was tempted to snag it and snap it in two.
 
   “Tell me more about your trip,” she prompted, dropping her latex gloves into the trash before opening one of the cabinet drawers. “You said you had companions who came with you from your hometown—what was it?”
 
   I blinked. “Oh, right, Bodega Bay…yeah, that’s where I’m from, sort of. But my friends, they’re mostly from an Army base in Washington, that’s where I was going to school…in Seattle, not the army base. Sorry, I feel like this isn’t coming out well. My brain feels all mushy.”
 
   With the distinctive ripping sound of Velcro, Dr. Wesley deftly opened a blood pressure cuff and wrapped it around my upper arm. “It’s fine. Tell me about them, about your friends. Maybe it’ll help jog something.”
 
   “Well, they’re really tough, even Mr. G, who was one of my teachers back in high school. We found him in Bodega Bay. And then there’s Ky and Ben, they’re brothers, and Chris. She’s amazing…was an Army Ranger. We picked up Carlos from a bad group of people along the way…he’s just a kid, sort of. And then there’s Jason.” Pausing, I pictured my handsome, brave, sometimes tender, and always lethal Jason, and the corner of my mouth turned up. “He and Ky were Green Berets…in the Army, I mean. They can be a little intense sometimes, but you probably already know all about that.” After all, the Colony was a former military base.
 
   The Colony. My barely-there smile turned into a definitely-there frown. According to Jake, the Colony was a very dangerous place. Maybe I should take off soon. I needed to get back to my friends as soon as possible; Jason was probably losing it. He tended to be protective, especially if—okay, when—I was in danger. He’d blown the brains out of the last person to threaten me. Of course, Mandy had been a cult leader who’d mentally and physically raped a large group of unwilling followers, including my sweet Carlos. So it’s not that she hadn’t deserved it, but still…brains…and skull chunks. Ew…
 
   What does he think happened to me? Does he think I’m dead? Cringing, I realized Jason was probably blaming himself for my disappearance, especially since his temporarily over-excited nulling Ability had prevented me from sensing human minds. In reality, it had been my fault. I never should have wandered off. I’m such an idiot.
 
   “Well,” Dr. Wesley said, offering me a genuine smile, “those sound like pretty formidable people. They must not have been nearby when you were attacked, otherwise…”
 
   I shook my head, gently for once. “Jason…” …was nearby, but I guess not close enough. “Oh God, Zo…the others. What if the Crazies went after them, too? Some of them are pretty vulnerable.” Like Sarah. “Do you know…did the patrol notice anything? Are they okay?” I asked, imploring her with my eyes.
 
   “You’re the only one our patrol found, according to the note in your file.” She glanced at the papers in the folder again, then shook her head. “Yep. Just you. There’s no mention of anyone else. I’m sure they’re fine. It would have been noted in your file if you’d been found near a bunch of fresh bodies.”
 
   As I looked into her deep, blue eyes, I found no hint of concern. But what if she’s wrong? She thinks their fine, but…
 
   Feeling anxious, afraid, and a little nauseated, I studied the white-speckled beige institutional floor tiles like they held all the answers. Jason…Zo…Chris…everyone…what if they’re all hurt…or worse? I thought miserably.
 
   “Lay back, please,” Dr. Wesley said, placing her slim hand on my shoulder and easing me backward on the exam table. “We do general, holistic checkups on everyone who enters the Colony from the outside.” Her tone was businesslike.
 
   From the outside? I frowned.
 
   “This includes an exam of the patient’s reproductive organs,” the doctor explained. “It’s required, so I hope you don’t mind.” That shut me and my thoughts up for a good five minutes while she poked and prodded my most personal parts. When she finished and let me sit back up, she asked, “Have you been sexually active since you were infected?”
 
   Rearranging my thin, borrowed robe to cover myself, I blushed, wondering if she’d been able to tell just by looking. Well, this is embarrassing. “Um…yeah.”
 
   “Have you considered procreating?”
 
   I almost laughed, but instead emitted a part-choke, part-cough. “No.”
 
   “The human population has been drastically reduced. We’ve started a program here to help keep us from the risk of extinction. There are quite a few desirable men here, and you’re a young, healthy woman. You might consider—”
 
   My eyes narrowed involuntarily. “You mean, you guys started a breeding program?”
 
   “That’s not exactly—”
 
   “Thanks, but no thanks. I’m not a broodmare. Besides, I’ve got my hands full with Jason. And you really don’t want to see what he’d do to any of your ‘desirable men’ if they, you know, tried to ‘breed’ with me.” And yes, I used air quotes. I suddenly wished I had my knives and my little pistol. But I’d left all my weapons in the tent with Jason. Damn, I really am an idiot.
 
   A minuscule smile curved the doctor’s lips, and she moved her head in the barest of nods. “You’re lucky to have found so many people from your hometown who survived. Bodega Bay is quite small, if I’m not mistaken,” she commented. She sat on her black, wheeled stool and moved my folder to her lap to make some more notes.
 
   Is she fishing for information? It felt like she was, but I didn’t really care. I was tired, concussed, and felt ill at both the possibility that my friends were hurt and the idea of being passed from man to man in an attempt to impregnate me. Finally, I answered, “Not exactly. Like I told you, pretty much everyone is from other places. There were a handful of survivors back home, but not the people who really mattered to us.” Not Grams…not Zo’s dad…
 
   “Interesting.” Dr. Wesley continued writing on one of the pieces of paper in the folder.
 
   Is she writing down what I’m telling her? It was time for a subject change. “I, um…I’d really like to get back to my friends. Do you know when I’ll be able to leave?”
 
   “We’ll want to make sure your head is healed, and it’ll be at least a week before we’ll be certain you’re back to normal.”
 
   “And if I want to leave earlier?”
 
   Dr. Wesley pursed her lips before responding. “You’ll have to ask General Herodson about that. He makes all final decisions regarding arrivals and departures.”
 
   What is this, a freaking airport? “And when will I be able to see him?” I asked. From what I knew, generals were sort of high up in the don’t-give-a-shit-about-nobodies-like-me hierarchy.
 
   There was a soft knock on the door. Dr. Wesley turned her head toward it and called, “Come in.”
 
   MG—blond, well over six feet, and easily one of the most intelligent people I’d ever met—eased the dull gray door open. He was handsome, with bold features and pale blue eyes, and his hair, reaching mid-neck when loose, was pulled back into a low, tidy ponytail. With him was another person, a slightly portly young man wearing light blue scrubs and a blank, complacent expression. MG turned to the side, letting the other man enter the room. He did so silently, stopping beside Dr. Wesley.
 
   The doctor held out her hand in MG’s direction, her pointer finger upraised to halt his words before he had a chance to speak. She looked up at the other man. “AJ, can you please prep this for me?” she asked as she tore off a sheet from a prescription pad and handed it to him.
 
   The young man—AJ—accepted the slip of paper. “Of course, Dr. Wesley. Would you like me to do this immediately?” His voice was monotonous, sounding almost robotic.
 
   “Yes, thank you.”
 
   “Very well, Dr. Wesley. I will do it right now. Is there anything else you would like me to do?”
 
   With a small smile, the doctor shook her head. “Thank you, AJ.”
 
   “You are welcome,” AJ said before he turned and left the room. The entire exchange was just…odd.
 
   “Lively new assistant you’ve got there, Wes,” MG said. He flashed Dr. Wesley a breathtaking smile, earning a glare. “Sorry I didn’t explain about Dani earlier. It probably surprised you when you realized she wasn’t your normal type of patient.”
 
   “Yes, well, a heads-up would’ve been nice, Gabriel,” the doctor replied tersely.
 
   “C’mon, Wes, I didn’t have a chance. You’ve been busy with Re-gens and T-Rs all morning. I just wanted her to see the best, and you know brains better than anyone.”
 
   Dr. Wesley snorted delicately and shook her head, but I could tell she was trying to hide a smile.
 
   MG’s eyes flicked to me, and I was almost certain I glimpsed worry in their pale blue depths. “So, are you done with Dani?”
 
   “Yes, I am.” Dr. Wesley reclaimed my gaze. “I believe the answer to your question of when you’ll get to see General Herodson would be: right now. Gabriel will take you to him.”
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   After shooting one last, thoughtful glance my way, Dr. Wesley left the sterile examination room, shutting the door with a soft click. I hopped down from the exam table and wrapped the thin robe around me more tightly. Neither the hospital gown nor the robe was very substantial, and MG was still in the room. I was feeling more than a little self-conscious.
 
   Gone was the flirty, self-assured MG I’d befriended in dreamland months ago. As the door had shut behind Dr. Wesley, MG had transformed into a brooding, somber man I barely recognized. An ever-present crease had formed between his eyebrows, and he exuded tension. So, what had changed? Is he unhappy to see me? Does he not want me here? That was fine with me; I was eager to get back to my friends anyway. But I thought we were friends.
 
   Clearing his throat, MG handed me the canvas sack he’d brought with him. When I peeked inside, all I could think was, Hallelujah! He’d given me clothes—glorious, much more substantial clothes. Not that my current attire really counted as “clothes,” but still. Out of the bag I pulled a t-shirt, a sports bra, cotton underwear, sweatpants, and a hoodless sweatshirt—all gray—and set each item on the padded exam table. Both tops had AIR FORCE written across the chest in black, blocky letters. There was also a new pair of soft, white socks and some equally bland sneakers. It was like my birthday, post-apocalypse style.
 
   “Thanks,” I said, setting the empty bag on the floor. I flicked my eyes from him to the door and back. I was thankful for the clothes, but not enough to do an impromptu strip show. “Um…do you mind?”
 
   MG cocked his head to the side, and the crease between his eyebrows deepened.
 
   “I’d like to change…without an audience,” I clarified.
 
   A normal MG reaction would’ve included a flirty quip accompanied by a devilish smile. I received neither. Frowning, he mumbled, “Of course. Sorry,” and slipped out of the room.
 
   I locked the door and twisted the knob to double-check the lock before shrugging out of my thin robe and thinner hospital gown. The new clothes were generic, but clean, and far better than my previous attire. To finish the couch potato–chic look, I secured my wild auburn curls in a fluffy ponytail using a rubber band I found in one of the drawers below the counter.
 
   “Ready,” I almost said when I emerged from the little room into a hallway, but the word died on my lips. MG was nowhere in sight. In fact, I couldn’t see anybody at all. There were only shut doors, and faint whispers. I could hear people talking softly a short ways off.
 
   I concentrated on my Ability, planning to open myself to what Chris called “observation mode” to figure out where the whisperers were and whether or not MG was one of them, but I hit a mental wall. It was like the telepathic part of my brain was partitioned off, and I couldn’t access it at all. It was exactly how I felt when Jason was nulling my Ability. Genius that I wasn’t in my concussed state, it took me longer than necessary to realize there were three options: the strength of Jason’s Ability had increased massively and he was nulling everyone within a fifty mile radius of camp, Jason was nearby, or somebody else on the base had an Ability similar to his. I was betting it was the last.
 
   Alright, I told myself, I’ll just have to do this the old-fashioned way. Sneaking around and eavesdropping have always been two of my strongest skills, so I started sneaking and prepared to eavesdrop.
 
   The hallway outside the exam room was barren, extending in both directions for a noticeable distance. Moving to the left, I hugged the far wall. Ever so slowly, in absolute silence, I crept toward the voices. They were soft, muted to a whisper, and completely unintelligible and unidentifiable. I couldn’t even tell if they were male or female. There was only one solution—moving closer.
 
   I peeked around the corner. As far as I could tell, the conversing pair was in another exam room, just a few yards down the hall. The door was cracked open, muffling their words. As I listened, I became as still and silent as humanly possible.
 
   “—you sure?” one voice whispered.
 
   “I think so,” the other responded.
 
   A sigh was followed by the first voice saying, “Damn, Wes. I was expecting more of a fight. What made you agree so quickly?”
 
   Wes…that’s what MG called Dr. Wesley. At least I knew who I was spying on. Still, I didn’t announce my presence.
 
   “She’s a perfect candidate, that’s all,” Dr. Wesley whispered.
 
   A perfect candidate for what, exactly? That breeding program? My face scrunched in disgust.
 
   “Besides,” she continued, “I figured this was what you wanted when you sent her to me instead of the doctor she’d been assigned.”
 
   “Wow, Wes. I mean, I expected your usual, ‘Caution, Gabriel, caution,’ and ‘Patience won’t kill us, but a mistake will.’ I’m pleasantly surprised,” MG whispered, closely followed by a chuckle. “No need to glare.”
 
   “With you, there’s always a need to glare.” After a brief moment, Dr. Wesley said, “I need some time to prepare it, to tune it to her blood. It should be ready in about twelve hours.”
 
   Tune it to my blood? Tune what to my blood? I wondered. Crap! I shouldn’t have told her anything about the others. I was starting to feel a whole lot less comfortable about being in the Colony, and a whole lot more excited about meeting with that General person and bidding the unsettling place adieu. And I’d already been very excited about doing that. God, Jason and Zo had better be okay…
 
   “That long?” MG asked.
 
   “You forget, we haven’t had a new candidate for weeks,” the doctor explained. “I don’t have any of the neutralizer ready. I can’t just leave it around…”
 
   Neutralizer? As I listened, I was getting more and more wigged out. I considered hightailing it out of the hospital and trying to find my own way out of the Colony without MG, Dr. Wesley, or whoever this General guy was. Maybe nobody’ll even notice me leaving? But then I remembered what the doctor had said about the General—that he makes the final decision on all arrivals and departures. If nobody came or went without his approval, I was betting there were some pretty heavy measures preventing people from just walking out. Nightfall. It would be much safer to sneak out on my own after nightfall. I could wait that long.
 
   “It’s fine, Wes. I owe you,” MG said softly, no longer a whisper. I’d heard his voice sound like that, kind and caring, in my dreams. I knew exactly what expression he was wearing—his forehead wrinkled, and his eyebrows drawn together. “I’ll come by your office first thing in the morning to pick it up, alright?”
 
   “Gabriel.” The doctor said MG’s true name like it was a warning. “Don’t look at me like that.”
 
   “Like what?”
 
   “Like you want to save me.”
 
   “Wes, I—”
 
   “No! I don’t deserve—”
 
   “Wes,” MG repeated, his tone dropping.
 
   “Enough, Gabriel. You have things to do, as do I. I’ll have it ready in the morning. Until then, I’d suggest you…”
 
   Wanting to not get caught snooping, I backed away from the juncture of hallways, reopened the exam room’s door, and shut it loudly. “MG?” I called, purposely looking in the opposite direction—down the hall to the right.
 
   “Dani,” he said as he rounded the expected corner. I turned to face him. “Are you ready?”
 
   I shrugged, aiming for nonchalance, even though I felt anything but. “Sure, now’s as good of a time as any. So where’s this General guy? On another floor or something?”
 
   “Uh, no. He’s in another building. It’s a short walk, about a half mile,” MG said, stopping a few feet from me.
 
   Hugging myself, I slouched and whined, “A half mile? But my head feels like it’s going to explode.”
 
   Abruptly, Dr. Wesley came bustling around the corner. “That’s what this is for,” she said, holding up a syringe. “And these,” she added, proffering a small, orange prescription bottle.
 
   I took a step backward. Needles didn’t bug me, but after the conversation I’d just overheard, I wasn’t letting her inject me with anything. “Uh, thanks, but I’m not big on shots.”
 
   She shook her head and pressed her lips together. “It’s just Toradol. You’ll thank me for it. I shouldn’t really be giving you this anyway, not with the concussion, but in your case, it’ll do more good than harm.”
 
   For the briefest moment, I gazed at the syringe in longing. Pain relief… And then, I backed away another step. Any crazy drug could’ve been in that plastic tube. I didn’t know what MG and the doctor were involved in, but it had sounded like they were planning to induct me—involuntarily. “Like I said, I’m not a fan of needles. I can live with the pain.”
 
   The doctor raised one shoulder. “Suit yourself.” Handing me the prescription bottle, she said, “Ibuprofen. You can start taking them in the morning. And, whatever you do, don’t go to sleep tonight.”
 
   I groaned, already feeling like I was about to fall asleep standing up.
 
   “I mean it,” Dr. Wesley said. She gave my former dream invader a meaningful look. “Gabriel?”
 
   MG raised his hand, boy scout–style. “I’ll make sure she stays awake by any means necessary. I promise.”
 
   Again, the doctor’s lips pressed together in a thin, flat line.
 
   Wearing a wide grin, MG said, “And on that note, we’ll just be on our way.”
 
   Before following him down the hallway, I spared a few seconds to study the doctor, trying to discern what her deal was. She’d gone from standoffish to helpful to considering me as a candidate for something unknown to me and wanting to attune a neutralizer to my blood. She returned my stare, her own eyes searching. What’s she looking for?
 
   It wasn’t until I’d rounded two corners—one left, one right—that I caught up to MG and fell in step beside him. He slowed so I didn’t have to jog to keep up with his much longer strides. The corridors were far more vacant than any hospital, doctor’s office, or clinic I’d ever visited before the Virus, and the emptiness gave me the willies. That, and the electricity.
 
   Evenly spaced lights shone from the ceiling with a bright, artificial glow. They hummed. It was annoying. For several months, I’d been without electricity of any kind. There had been no overhead lights in the middle of the night, no showers spraying deliciously hot water, no microwaves, and no washing machines. My people and I had reverted back to the basics and had grown accustomed to a simpler way of life. I couldn’t get over how loud the electricity was; it buzzed incessantly, threatening to drive me insane.
 
   “What? No elevator?” I asked as I stepped through a doorway behind MG. Seconds later, the door thudded closed, leaving us alone in a gray- and white-toned stairwell.
 
   MG chuckled. “We make an effort to conserve the energy we have.”
 
   Right, I thought, keep telling yourself that. To power the hospital alone, they needed a mini power plant. I frowned. Where are they getting the energy?
 
   “It’s just one flight down. The elevators use too much power to be worth it,” MG explained.
 
   “Hmmm…” I mumbled, slowly making my way down rubber-edged, cement stairs. With every step, it felt like glass shards were slicing through my tender, mushed brain. My face scrunched in an extended cringe.
 
   MG caught my arm, stopping my descent. “I can get us a car if you don’t think you can make it.” Worry coated his voice, cracking through my pain and temporarily shelving my wariness.
 
   I met his eyes—his gentle, caring eyes—and wondered if whatever he and Dr. Wesley were involved with wasn’t really a bad thing…or maybe it was a really bad thing. The plan was to play it cool and get the General’s permission to leave. The backup plan was to play it cool, then get the hell out of this place once the sun went down.
 
   “I’m fine,” I told MG. “You know, it’s crazy that you could just do that…get us a car.”
 
   “I forget that things are different out there,” MG said as we continued down the stairs. Even though we moved slowly, our footsteps still echoed in the stairwell above us, along with our voices.
 
   We reached the door at the bottom landing, and I pressed my hands against the cool metal of the push bar. On the other side of the door, I found another hallway and a wall of windows—it was all that separated me from the outside world. After spending so much time outdoors over the past few months, being confined within layers and layers of walls was almost abhorrent. I couldn’t escape fast enough.
 
   Finally, I stepped out into the late winter sunshine, closed my eyes, and took a deep breath…and then I took another. The cool air tasted heavenly.
 
   “You sure you’re okay?” MG asked.
 
   “Yeah, breath of fresh air and all that. So”—I opened my eyes and found him standing in front of me, still looking concerned—“where to, MG?”
 
   “Gabe. My name is Gabe.” He sounded tired.
 
   “Okay…Gabe.” The name felt wrong on my tongue; he would always be MG to me. “Where are we headed? There?” I asked, pointing to a large, boxy concrete building across the street. I knew it wasn’t our destination—he’d already told me that was a half mile away—but I needed to get my bearings. Familiarity could breed a lot of things, including a better backup plan.
 
   “No.” MG began walking up the right side of a mostly empty two-lane road, and I followed, staying close to his side.
 
   “What’s there, then?”
 
   “It’s a storage warehouse now…before, I don’t know what it was.”
 
   “Oh?” I asked. I pointed off to our right to a row of houses at the edge of what was obviously a residential area. “Do you live in that neighborhood?”
 
   “Yeah…along with pretty much everyone else.”
 
   “Do all of the houses have power, too, or just the important buildings like the hospital?” Because that would be a lot of power, more than just a mini-power plant could provide. Do they have enough people to man such a thing?
 
   “All the houses, the warehouses—everywhere has it,” he explained.
 
   Hmmm… “So where does it come from?”
 
   Out of the corner of my eye, I could see MG shake his head. “It’s…complicated. And, honestly Dani, that’s not my area of expertise.”
 
   “Well, you must know where it comes from.” After a moment of thought, I added, “Wind? A dam? Solar?” Did they have some sort of nuclear power plant nearby? Had they come up with a new way to generate electricity? I watched his face as we walked, even though it made me feel dizzy.
 
   “I hate to disappoint, but I really don’t know how to explain the system. I spend most of my time in my lab, not interrogating the engineers about their power sources.”
 
   “Okay,” I said with a shrug. I squinted and resumed looking ahead. There were a couple people on the other side of the street, yelling about something, and I could hear several engines rumbling in the distance. “It’s effing loud here.”
 
   “Is it?” MG made a show of listening, but didn’t seem impressed.
 
   “Yep. I haven’t heard a car engine in months.” Suddenly, everything about the Colony felt very, very wrong. I stopped and grabbed his wrist, my fingers clutching at the rough sleeve of his jacket.
 
   MG halted. When he glanced down at my hand, I released him.
 
   “It’s great that you have a place that’s so”—I floundered, searching for the right word—“er, accommodating, but you have to understand what it’s like out there for everyone else. It’s not bad, exactly. Well, it sort of is. But this—” I waved my arms around at the buzzing power lines and parked vehicles. “It’s like you’re all living in a bubble. How could this possibly be sustained?”
 
   Studying me, MG took a deep, contemplative breath. “I don’t know. That’s not my—”
 
   “Area of expertise,” I finished for him with an exasperated sigh. “I know.”
 
   MG frowned and continued walking. “As far as I’ve been told, the plan is to draw in enough survivors that we can use the infrastructure already in existence in and around Colorado Springs. We just need enough people to make it work. It’ll be a mini version of the world we knew.”
 
   I shook my head, ignoring the pain. For such an intelligent man, I didn’t understand how MG could be so blind…unless he wanted to be. “And how many people would that take? A hundred thousand? Two? More? How would you feed them all? The stuff you scavenge is going to run out, and you can’t grow and raise food for that many people in just the area around here. Are you going to ship it in? From where? Everyone is dead. Where will you get medical supplies? Hell, where will you get the basic things that people need to stay healthy? Are you going to build factories to produce toothpaste and toilet paper? What about—”
 
   “Okay, Dani. I get it,” MG said sharply. He caught my eye then quickly looked away. “I’ve been focused on other, more immediate things. I haven’t spent much time thinking about the future.”
 
   “Sorry,” I said. “I didn’t mean…I know that none of this is your fault and that you don’t run this place. It’s just frustrating, you know, seeing all this. It feels so wrong and makes me that much more eager to get out of here.”
 
   Turning to face me, MG leaned in, his eyes fierce. “I know you want to get back to your friends, but when we get to Colony Headquarters, please don’t behave confrontationally toward General Herodson. No matter what he says, just don’t. Please, Dani.”
 
   I thought about arguing. I really, really wanted to argue. But he just seemed so sincere…so concerned. “Don’t worry, MG.” I shook my head. “I mean, Gabe. I’ll be the perfect little Colonist…who just happens to want to leave.”
 
   He sighed and reached out a hand to squeeze my shoulder. “I just hope that’s good enough.”
 
   We walked the rest of the way in silence, me looking around at everything, logging the layout and details of the Colony as best I could, and MG thinking. Eventually, we turned right at an intersection and approached three enormous, extremely modern buildings. Each looked imposing and completely unique, like the three structures didn’t really belong together. We passed the first two, aiming for the third, the darkest.
 
   “General Herodson is expecting her,” MG told the two men posted on either side of the building’s reinforced glass door. Both were dressed in green and tan fatigues with yellow armbands, and both carried assault rifles.
 
   The man on the left nodded, and the one on the right opened the door for us.
 
   I started to follow MG into the building, but I was halted by the guard on the left. His hand gripped my upper arm, his hold firm and unwelcome. “Why don’t you come find me after your meeting with General Herodson. I’ll help you settle in.” The way he emphasized the last two words left no question as to his meaning. I was so shocked I could only gape at him.
 
   MG clenched his jaw and stepped closer, looking like he wanted to attack my detainer.
 
   I finally shook off my astonishment and rolled my eyes. Placing my free hand on MG’s chest, I said, “Hold on, cowboy,” before turning my attention to the man who was still holding my arm. I took my time looking the stranger up and down, then curled my lip. “Not interested.”
 
   Apparently it was the wrong response, because his grip tightened. Damn. “We’ll see if you feel the same way after your meeting.”
 
   I scoffed and checked him out again, noting the name stitched onto his breast pocket. “Trust me, Grant. I will. And don’t ever touch me again.”
 
   He stiffened, and a glint of challenge flashed in his eye, but he also released me. It took a conscious effort not to shake out my arm, but I refused to give him the satisfaction. What an asshole, I thought as MG and I continued into the building. At least I’ll be gone by morning.
 
   As we neared a stairwell door, MG eyed me sideways. “You’ve changed.”
 
   I shrugged. “Had to.”
 
   He didn’t say anything else as we ascended two flights of stairs and emerged into another bland, beige and gray hallway. Evidently the military hadn’t been big on creative interior decorating.
 
   MG stopped before a reinforced door. Its gold placard read, General Herodson, President of the New United States.
 
   “I guess I missed the vote,” I said.
 
   Without warning, the door opened.
 
   “Welcome. You must be the young woman my people rescued last night,” a man said from inside the room. He hadn’t been the one to open the door—that was another camouflaged soldier reminiscent of the two guarding the entrance downstairs. No, the owner of the voice was seated behind a wide, metal desk that was equally cluttered and organized. Piles of papers, file folders, and notebooks were neatly stacked along the desk’s surface, as well as on the bookshelves and tables arranged around the periphery of the office. It was very Spartan—all function, no fluff.
 
   The speaker tapped a few final keys on the laptop he was using, then gently shut it and handed it to the woman standing behind him, who exchanged it for a sleek tablet. She, too, was wearing camouflage fatigues. Shocking, I know.
 
   The seated man, however, was decked out in a far more intimidating uniform. Made from a blue fabric so dark it was nearly black, his jacket was decorated with a rainbow of badges and medals over the left side of his chest, and it had garish bronze buttons. A stripe emblazoned with four gold stars and outlined in even more gold was tacked to the edge of either shoulder.
 
   The appearance of the man himself was unremarkable, though his intense presence was undisputable. He was trim, his face narrow, and though it was etched with lines that had likely come from a life of stress and frowns, it was not unpleasant. I guessed he was in his late fifties or early sixties, though his hair showed no signs of his late-middle-aged status; it was brown and short, and only a little lighter than his neatly trimmed mustache. Overall, he was quite average. But then there were his eyes. Cold and gray, they seemed to see inside me, measure the essence of my being, and refuse to divulge their findings. Even with the smile spreading his thin lips, his stare made me want to shiver. There was no doubt in my mind that I was staring at General Herodson, supposed President of the New United States, leader of the Colony, and the one man who controlled whether I stayed or left. Delightful.
 
   “Please, come in. It’s Danielle, isn’t it?” he asked. His voice was soft and calm in a way that made my skin crawl. MG’s hushed warning to hold my temper was suddenly making a lot more sense. The General was dangerous—like swimming-in-a-shark-tank-while-bleeding dangerous.
 
   Hesitantly, I stepped into the office, and MG followed. Or at least, he tried to follow.
 
   “Thank you, Gabriel, but I’d like you to wait outside while I meet with the newest addition to our little settlement.”
 
   MG looked like he wanted to argue, but with great effort, he held it in.
 
   “You may leave,” the General said, and though the tone of his voice hadn’t changed, irritation was evident in the tension around his eyes.
 
   I glanced back at MG, trying to imbue my face with reassurance. Unfortunately, I was pretty sure it came across more like constipation. I was feeling neither reassured nor reassuring. When I turned back to the General, I relaxed my features; my blank face could have easily rivaled Jason’s usual stony expression.
 
   “Thank you for seeing me,” I said, stepping further into the room. “I’m sure you’re really busy with running this place and everything.” I heard the soft click of the door shutting behind me and sat down in the empty chair in front of the desk. The General’s right eye twitched minutely when I sat, making me wonder if he’d expected me to wait for his permission. So he’s a control freak. I scoffed inwardly. Figures.
 
   General Herodson rested his elbows on the desk and steepled his fingers under his chin, unabashedly studying me. “I make it a priority to meet with every person who enters the Colony or plans to leave indefinitely.”
 
   The woman to whom he’d handed the laptop closed a file cabinet behind the General and walked around the desk to stand behind me, presumably next to the man at the door. It bothered me that the two armed soldiers were behind me—a lot—and I itched to turn and see what they were doing. With a herculean effort, I managed to restrain myself.
 
   “So, um, thanks for rescuing me and for the medical care,” I said, breaking the protracted, very uncomfortable silence. I was fairly certain my discomfort was the whole point of the silence, that and the soldiers standing behind me. I think I’m ready to go now…
 
   “Of course,” General Herodson said. “I like to make sure all of my Colonists are well cared for.” He graced me with another of his eerie smiles. Ugh…instant heebie-jeebies. “Well, now that you’re safely within my grasp, I’d like to offer you permanent residency here in the Colony. It’s the heart—the Capital—around which the New United States will be built.”
 
   “Oh…um, thanks. But I already have somewhere I belong outside of here.”
 
   General Herodson put on a tolerant expression, his voice dripping with condescension. “Please don’t make any permanent decisions until you hear everything I have to offer you.”
 
   “Listen, I really appreciate—”
 
   “I have a house already set aside for you—it’s quite comfortable, and I’m sure far better than whatever your accommodations have been over the past few months. I also have a position as a communications specialist denoted just for you. I know it would utilize your Ability perfectly.”
 
   Um, okay…how does he know about my Ability? Has MG been blabbing about me? I felt a sudden, sickening pang of betrayal in my chest.
 
   “Also, we have the technology and personnel to help you increase the strength of your telepathy,” he continued. “You’re a very special woman, Danielle—your Ability is exceptional and very unique. It could greatly increase our numbers here.”
 
   That he knew so much about me, about my telepathy, was just another notch on the General’s creepy belt. I felt like I’d been stalked. I made a mental note to interrogate MG about everything he’d told General Herodson.
 
   Plastering on my friendliest smile, I said, “I really do appreciate the offer and everything the Colony has done for me so far, but I already have a place I belong. I’m happy there.” It was hard to find a way to say what needed to be said without sounding like an ungrateful brat. His people had saved my life, after all. “So, if it’s not too much trouble, I’d prefer to leave as soon as possible…or whenever’s convenient.” And if you say no, I’m outta here tonight, you creepy, creepy man.
 
   He sighed, and his chilling, almost dead eyes latched on to mine. “I’m very sorry to hear that, Danielle. I had really hoped you would feel more at home here and that I wouldn’t have to bend your mind like all the others. My most loyal are those who choose to follow me of their own accord. Oh well. You will do exactly as I say…”
 
   As he spoke, a fog seeped into my brain, coating my senses and thoughts, dulling them… numbing them. His voice droned on, but I was having a hard time focusing on the sounds, comprehending the meanings. They jumbled together, turning into a mind-numbing hum. My vision slowly unfocused, becoming a blur of colorful, unidentifiable shapes.
 
   Suddenly, my brain fog evaporated and the General asked, “Does that sound acceptable?”
 
   I shook my head, trying to make sense of what had just happened. “Um…yeah,” I heard myself say as my lips stretched into a grateful smile. I’m so happy to be here. “I think that sounds perfect.”
 
   General Herodson’s answering grin was radiant, washing away a strange sense of anxiety.
 
   “I’m very glad to hear it,” he said. “Now, I’m sure you’d like to see your new home and settle in.”
 
   I nodded. My new home. “Yes, that would be great. But I don’t know where it is.”
 
   “Not to worry.” He stood and rounded the desk, then reached for my hand, pulled me up from the chair, and draped his arm over my shoulders. Compared to me, he was tall, though he was probably still a little under six feet. “I’m sure Gabriel will help get you settled. I’ll be sure he knows to introduce you to the other communications specialists as soon as you’ve recovered.”
 
   “Okay,” I said, feeling absolutely content with my new situation. I’d felt so lost and alone for so long, it was nice to finally belong somewhere…to be around other people.
 
   When the female guard opened the door, Gabe came into view. He’d been leaning his back against the opposite hallway wall, but he straightened as soon as he saw me. His handsome face lost all expression, going completely and utterly blank. “Are you finished, Sir? Can I take her back to the hospital?”
 
   “Actually, Danielle has decided to stay. I believe you know the house we prepared for her. Please take her there and help her settle in.” General Herodson removed his arm from my shoulders and nudged me through the doorway. “And make sure she wears these at all times,” he said, handing Gabe a pair of yellow armbands that matched those I’d seen on pretty much everyone.
 
   Gabe’s expression remained blank as I neared him, which irritated me. Shouldn’t he have been happy that I was staying in the Colony, that he’d get to spend more time with me? I was certainly looking forward to getting to know him better…a lot better. But his eyes held a hint of something resembling unhappiness. He doesn’t want me to stay?
 
   “Yes, of course, Sir.” Gabe accepted the yellow fabric, then reached out and placed his arm around my shoulders much like General Herodson had done. Except Gabe’s embrace felt different—more protective, possessive, even. I figured it was just because he was noticeably taller and stronger than the older man.
 
   As Gabe started to guide me down the hallway, I looked back at the General and smiled. “Thanks again,” I told him.
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   Walking closer to the fire pit, I could distinctly hear the shock in Jake’s voice as he confronted our mysterious visitor, his sister.
 
   “I—I thought you…” He stared into Becca’s eyes. I could feel the concern and guilt washing over him in waves, and I hesitated, not wanting to intrude. “You were dead.” He reached for her, but she raised a hand to block him. He froze, clearly distraught. “Where the hell’ve you been?”
 
   And just as Jake’s mind fled to memories of the past, Becca’s did as well, sweeping me along with it.
 
    
 
   “We found the telepath,” a slender, stern-looking man said as he rose from behind his large metal desk. His voice held a tinge of victory, although his eyes remained empty. He was a middle-aged military officer with brown hair and a slightly darker, cropped mustache. His navy blue, medal-adorned uniform looked pretentious. I noticed a raving gleam in his eyes as he glided over to Becca, who was standing in front of his desk wearing pastel green scrubs.
 
   “The one you’ve been searching for,” Becca said, only a hint of emotion in her raspy voice. Her dark hair was twisted into a tight, fist-sized bun atop her head, and her eyes were a dull mixture of blue and gray…not the violet I recalled from Jake’s memories.
 
   “Yes, the very one.” The officer nodded and walked the few feet between the edge of his desk and Becca’s position in front of it. His lips curved into a knowing smile as he placed both hands on her shoulders. “Everything is turning out exactly like I wanted…we just need to wait a little longer,” he added. “So prepare yourself for a special task.” He leaned in closer to her.
 
   She raised her chin a notch, honored that he’d chosen her to help him. “Of course, Father. Anything you wish of me, I will do.”
 
   He gave her shoulders a slight squeeze. “Yes, I know,” he said. He straightened and strode to a large window, his hands clasped behind his back. “Sometime soon, you will be going to their camp to find out everything you can about them. We need to know how dangerous they are, and how useful they may be. We need to know if they’re special—like you, my dear.” He flashed her a false smile over his shoulder. “And we need to know what their plans are. Will you do that for me, RV-one, and do it well this time?”
 
   Taken aback by his tone, she nodded and smiled. “Of course, Father,” she repeated.
 
   “Leave me now.” He shooed her away without even a glance back up at her. “Don’t let me down again, RV-one.” There was an edge to his voice, a warning. “You will regret it.”
 
    
 
   The telepath. “Dani,” I whispered. What are they going to do to her?
 
   “I said, ‘where the hell’ve you been,’ Becca?” Jake’s hands clasped her shoulders.
 
   Becca straightened, looking startled. “I am not Becca.” Her raspy voice sounded official. “I do not know you,” she said slowly and stepped away from him. “And please do not touch me.”
 
   Jake frowned. “Don’t touch you?” Although he dropped his hands to his sides, he didn’t step away. “Jesus Christ, Becca…are you alright? What happened to you? I thought you were dead.”
 
   She held his gaze for a moment longer before turning her attention to the fire.
 
   After a few breaths of silence, Jake took an uncertain step closer. His eyes were wide, and his lips were parted like he was struggling to find the right words. “You had no pulse…you were bleeding all over the place…” His words were quiet and unsure, like he was questioning his own memories. “You were dead,” he said under his breath.
 
   Becca’s eyebrows rose infinitesimally, but I couldn’t feel her emotions clearly enough to interpret them. “I do not know what you are talking about,” she said stiffly. Her strange speech pattern was jarring. “And my name is not Becca; my name is R—Rachel.” Idly, she rubbed the skin beneath the cuff of her sweatshirt, and I could just make out some black marks on her wrist. A tattoo? Like Dani’s?
 
   Jake hesitated before he spoke. “Your name is Becca. It’s Rebecca Marie Vaughn,” he said, and though she recoiled at his intensity, he continued, “You’re twenty-four. You like to swim, but you love snowboarding. You were born in Durango, but when Mom died we went to live with Gabe and Lizzy in Colorado Springs. Your birthday is September twenty-fifth, and your favorite color is red. You said you had fun at your prom because you knew that’s what I wanted to hear, but secretly you hated it.” He shook his head. “I do know you. I’ve known you your whole goddamn life. You’re my little sister,” he stated, his words pained, almost pleading.
 
   Becca watched him for a moment, her eyes narrowed in question.
 
   “You were dead, Becca,” Jake said, still unable to grasp the reality of her being there and standing in front of him.
 
   She shrank away. “Please stop calling me that. I have already told you, I am not your sister. I do not know what happened to her, but I assure you, I am not her.” Her voice was slightly harder than before. “Please stop calling me Becca.” Her steady tone was breaking, and I wondered which emotion might surface first. Confusion? Anger? She turned back to the fire. “Call me Rachel.” There was a hint of sadness in her voice as she made the request.
 
   I backtracked slowly and leaned against the barn. I wanted to stay, to help Jake in some way, but I didn’t know how. I glanced back and forth between them, watching Jake’s expression change from disbelief to sadness and then to confusion. I could feel his apprehension warring with the overwhelming need to pull his sister into his arms, to assure himself she was really there. I wished I could take away the pain and regret that filled his heart, but I couldn’t. All I could do was feel it with him.
 
   After a second’s pause, Jake took a much-needed step back, turned, and strode past me and into the barn. Cooper, who’d been sitting quietly by the fire, rose and trotted after him. When Jake finally reappeared, stalking toward Becca with a small square of paper held between his fingers, my heart seized. Oh, shit. Assuming it was a photo of the two of them, I held my breath, waiting to see how their interaction would play out.
 
   Jake stopped beside Becca. “Look at it,” he said evenly, holding the picture out to her. When she made no move to accept it, he sighed. “Just look at it.”
 
   Becca pried her eyes from the flames and slowly reached for the photo. I could feel her mounting curiosity. She studied the image for a moment, her expression giving nothing away.
 
   Unexpectedly, her head snapped up, her eyes locking on to Jake’s, and she thrust the picture at him. “Take it back,” she said brusquely. Her display of frustration was the first sign of any intense emotion she’d shown since she’d arrived. “I am not her.” She tugged anxiously at the hem of her tattered black sweatshirt.
 
   Jake’s mind was a cesspool of draining emotions—his anger and confusion twisting with concern and despondency. He shook his head and walked away, defeated.
 
   His words, or the pain behind them, must have affected Becca, because she watched him fixedly as he took one slow, brooding step after another into the barn. He passed me again without a glance in my direction, and I wondered if he even realized I was there.
 
   Unbidden, another of Becca’s memories surfaced.
 
    
 
   “Where was she, RV-one?” Father asked, eerily calm. He clasped his hands behind his back and turned away from her, heading toward his cluttered desk. “She was in your charge. I gave you specific orders.”
 
   Becca’s eyes closed in shame. “Yes, Father. I know I have let you down.”
 
   “Yes, you have.”
 
   Her face was expressionless, but when her eyes flew open, they were filled with a sickening regret. “She was in the cafeteria,” she offered. “CL-one is new. She did not understand why she must wait. I was only in the restroom a few minutes. I do not know why she left.”
 
   “Interesting.” He sat down in his leather desk chair, calm and collected.
 
   “I will speak with her, Father,” she said with only a tinge of panic lacing her words. “I will determine the right course of action—”
 
   “No, you won’t.” Father picked up a pen lying beside a stack of files and began writing something, seeming completely unaffected by her heightened sense of fear.
 
   “Father?”
 
   “Your carelessness is unacceptable,” he said distractedly. “Grant,” he called.
 
   I could practically taste Becca’s terror as the name rolled off his tongue.
 
   The door opened and a guard stepped inside. “Sir?”
 
   “Take RV-one to the interrogation room.” He absently gestured to Becca with the top his pen, his focus intent on the file in front of him. “Make sure she realizes how important my orders are and what happens when they’re not obeyed.”
 
   Becca stepped forward. “Father, I will—”
 
   “No,” he said, finally looking up at her. “And never let this happen again. I won’t be as kind next time.” He glanced at the guard. “If she struggles, do it again.”
 
   After the guard nodded and pulled Becca’s hands behind her back, the memory changed.
 
   Becca was lying on a slanted board, her feet restrained above her and her arms tied at her sides. Muted rays of light shone through the fibers of the rag draped over her head. Her eyes were blurred from the remnants of water that still seeped through the wet cloth onto her face and trickled down her throat. Every attempted inhale was like breathing in scorching fire. Tears of pain mixed with the water as it streamed across her temples.
 
   When Becca heard the sloshing of water and realized her momentary respite was over, she tried to scream, to beg for the guard to stop. But it was no use.
 
   Again, water seeped through the rag, running into her nostrils.
 
   Again, her mouth involuntarily opened and she attempted to breathe. Water gurgled down her throat, making her lungs seize, her chest heave, and her throat burn as she choked, almost suffocating completely.
 
   Again, the primal instinct to breathe forced her body to thrash against the board. She couldn’t help but struggle between bursts of panic.
 
   Again, she was choking on water as she all but drowned. Terror completely consumed her.
 
    
 
   My mind stirred defensively, shutting out the suffocating feeling that had begun to consume me.
 
   Becca was standing alone by the fire. She inched closer to the flames and tentatively raised her hands to their warmth. It was like she’d never seen fire before.
 
   What else did they do to her? I drew an unsteady breath. Oh my God…what are they going to do to Dani? I continued searching through Becca’s mind for a memory that might help us figure out what “Father” wanted with my best friend.
 
    
 
   A cafeteria flashed in my mind, and I saw Becca sitting among a sea of others dressed in scrubs like her, but in different colors, each with two letters and two numbers tattooed on their wrists. They all seemed socially stunted, innocent, and overtly unanimated—like Becca.
 
    
 
   She was in a classroom—in a speech class of some sort—and she was learning how to pronounce vowel sounds. She was wearing white scrubs, just like the rest of the people sitting at the desks that filled the room. Colorful posters covered the walls, like those you’d find in a foreign language classroom, except everything was in English. A middle-aged woman with black armbands was weaving among the desks, praising and correcting her pupils as needed.
 
    
 
   A few more of her memories flashed in my mind’s eye before I blinked myself free of them. My Ability had been strengthening over the past month, allowing me to see more of people’s memories and feel more of their emotions than I necessarily wanted to. Unfortunately, my control hadn’t been increasing at the same rate.
 
   I’d felt and seen enough from Becca to know her mind had clearly been tampered with. As far as I could tell, her memories only spanned back a few months. She’d been rehabilitated, trained in basic self-defense, and taught to speak and how to act within a matter of weeks.
 
   I studied her face from a distance. It was just as I remembered it from Jake’s memories—only her eyes duller and lifeless—and I painstakingly waited to glimpse an irrefutable memory of Jake to force her to admit, even to herself, that she was who she denied to be.
 
   But her mind was an impenetrable vault of things forgotten, possibly gone forever. There was nothing in her mind connecting the two of them; it didn’t make sense.
 
   In the distance, gravel crunched under horse hooves, followed by a whinny and the sound of clanking metal bridles.
 
   Jason? I straightened and started walking toward the noise, an unexpected string tugging at my heart. But the rider wasn’t my brother.
 
   Carlos and his horse, Arrow, clomped through the line of trees edging the northeast side of camp, their outline barely visible in the dying afternoon light. Ky and Ben followed directly behind them. Not surprisingly, Ky brought his flask to his mouth as he swayed atop his horse. He tipped his head all the way back to savor every remaining drop.
 
   Chris ran out from the barn, and I caught sight of the scathing look she shot Carlos. As he dismounted, his eyes met hers, and I felt her relief before her expression softened. Jack barked and trotted toward us with his tongue hanging from the side of his mouth. Jason, sitting atop his nameless horse, brought up the rear. Thank God.
 
   My brother eyed me for a moment, his gaze lingering before shifting to Chris. She was fretting over Carlos, her hands hovering around his body as she inspected him for injuries. Wiping a smudge of dirt from his cheek, she scolded, “I had no idea how to find you. You’re lucky—”
 
   “It’s my fault,” Jason said evenly. “Blame me.”
 
   Chris glared at him. “Oh, I do.” Pulling away from Carlos, she rounded on Jason. “Get your head out of your ass. What were you thinking?” She snorted, her arms flailing as her anger flared to rage. “Oh, that’s right, you were thinking about yourself. It’s not like no one cares what happens to you, but you just go off, oblivious to the repercussions of your stupid actions.” She peered up into the sky, her claw-like fingers balling into fists. “I can’t even look at you right now.” She reached for Carlos’s arm and led him into the barn.
 
   Even though Jason was nulling me, I could see the defeat in his eyes as Chris and Carlos disappeared inside. I didn’t know why my brother had come back, but I was grateful that he had.
 
   “What’d we miss?” Ky asked, climbing clumsily from his saddle. “You all look like you’ve seen a ghost.” Then he flashed a crooked, drunken smile. “Or is it just that you all missed me terribly?”
 
   I couldn’t help but laugh. “We have a visitor,” I said quietly, and nodded toward the campfire and Becca.
 
   Jason handed his reins to Ben, who led the horses to the stable, and then my brother turned his attention to the stranger by the fire. “So who is she?”
 
   “Jake’s sister,” I said.
 
   “He has two?”
 
   I shook my head.
 
   Jason eyed Becca. “I thought he said she was dead.”
 
   “She was.”
 
   “Come inside,” Chris called from the barn. “I’ll fill you in.”
 
   “I thought you couldn’t stand looking at me,” Jason said.
 
   She barked a laugh. “I don’t have to look at you to talk to you.”
 
   I followed Jason into the barn, wondering what plan the others had come up with in the hour since we’d returned from Cañon City. Grayson, Carlos, and Sarah passed us on their way out as we stepped inside, leaving Chris, Harper, Biggs, and Sanchez huddled around a workbench. Jake wasn’t there. How’s he doing? A horrifying thought crossed my mind. Is Father toying with us? With Jake? Does he know who Becca is to him? Based on her memories, it didn’t seem likely.
 
   “Toy.” It suddenly made sense. I took a few hurried steps closer to the workbench. “H,” I said, reaching for Harper’s arm.
 
   He turned to me. “What’s up, Baby Girl?”
 
   “Becca—she’s his ‘toy.’ The men in Cañon City said they had to ‘get his toy home safe and sound.’ It’s gotta be her. I’ve seen the man I think they’re referring to in her memories.” I quickly filled them in on the disturbing scenes I’d gleaned from her mind. “They’re sending a retrieval team for her tomorrow, and they’re going to raid us. For sure.” I glanced at Biggs and then out at the fire, where Sarah was chatting with Becca. I didn’t miss the way Becca’s eyes narrowed and lingered on Sarah’s round belly. “Whatever happens, we’ve gotta get Sarah outta here.”
 
   “Who the hell is this broad?” Biggs asked. His easygoing attitude had been completely dormant since we’d first heard Dani’s scream.
 
   “It is Becca,” I told them a little defensively. “She just doesn’t have any memories past a few months ago. It’s like they’ve been wiped away—or she has amnesia, maybe?”
 
   “Then how do you know it’s really her?” Sanchez asked, clearly unconvinced.
 
   “I’ve seen her in Jake’s memories. She looks exactly the same.”
 
   “Well, clearly she didn’t die then,” Sanchez mumbled and then swore under her breath. “This is unbelievable.”
 
   “Where’s Jake?” Harper asked, placing his hand on my shoulder.
 
   I shrugged just as Ky and Ben walked into the barn. Ky was a little wobbly and steadied himself on a central support post.
 
   “Take it easy, Ky,” Ben told his brother, his Japanese accent faint.
 
   “Should he…sit down, maybe?” Sanchez asked, smirking.
 
   “I’m fine,” Ky said hoarsely.
 
   “You’re not fine,” Chris said as she turned to walk back outside. “I’ll get you some water.” The edge in her voice worried me. With Jason and Carlos back, I figured she’d feel less anxious, but Ky’s frame of mind was deteriorating; I could feel it, and I knew Chris could too. She was doing all she could to keep the surrounding negativity at bay, but the Colony was too close and too strong to ward them completely away from Ky’s absorbent mind.
 
   “Actually, I feel pretty good right now.” Ky smiled to himself and closed his eyes as he leaned against the post.
 
   “Sit down before you fall on your ass,” Jason said, sounding exhausted, and he pointed to a hay bale near the entrance.
 
   Ky saluted Jason playfully and did as he was told, wavering the entire way.
 
   When I turned my attention back to Harper and Biggs, they were in heated discussion. I didn’t like the ominous look on Harper’s face.
 
   I took a steadying breath before I asked, “What is it, H?”
 
   He swallowed. “We need to trade—” he started to say before Sanchez held up her hand to stop him.
 
   She strode to the entryway, confirming no one else was in earshot. “We only have one option,” she said, returning to the workbench. “There’s really only one way to get your fr—”
 
   “Trade?” Jason asked, interest clearly piqued.
 
   Harper stared at him for a moment, then nodded. “We trade Dani for Becca, or Rachel…or…anyway, the Colony’s coming for her, we already know that. They’re risking lives to extract her.” Harper looked back at me. “You’ve seen how important she is to them, and you overheard their conversation today. They want her back. We can use that to our advantage.”
 
   Waves of dread rolled through me.
 
   “It’s a good plan,” Jason said, looking around, measuring our resolve. “What are we waiting for?” He turned toward the barn doorway.
 
   “Jason, wait!” I clutched on to his arm before he could walk away. “It’s Jake’s sister, we can’t just…” …hand her over.
 
   But it could bring Dani back. “We need to think about this more,” I said. “I mean, don’t we?”
 
   He turned on his heel. “What the fuck, Zoe. You—”
 
   Chris reentered the barn, murmuring something under her breath as she set a cup of water next to Ky’s unconscious form.
 
   “Just give him some time. He’ll be fine,” Jason told her.
 
   “No, he won’t,” she said. “Not if we don’t get him out of here.”
 
   Hearing Sarah’s laughter, I glanced outside to see Becca and Grayson smiling with the mother-to-be about something. “We can’t do this to Jake, you guys. That’s his sister sitting out there.”
 
   “What other choice do we have, Baby Girl?” 
 
   As if on cue, Jake strode out of the stall we’d been using as our room and down the corridor, running his hands over his head fervently. “No,” he said, his voice as cold as ice.
 
   “Jake,” I breathed, and when our eyes met, his darkened.
 
   “No.”
 
   Sanchez took a step toward him. “They’ll be here within the next twenty-four hours. We need to get some of these people out of here—Sarah, Grayson—and we need to move camp.”
 
   “Fine, but you’re not using Becca.”
 
   “She’s important to them,” Harper said, trying to get Jake to understand. “If we use her to—”
 
   Jason opened his mouth, but before he could say anything, Jake rounded on him. “Would you do that to Zoe?”
 
   “It’s not the same. For all we know, that woman isn’t even your sister.”
 
   When Jake’s eyes met mine, they were pleading with me to understand or to back him up, but I was starting to second-guess my initial certainty. Do we just want it to be her? Is it just a coincidence? Is it just a resemblance? “Jake, I—”
 
   He shook his head and strode out of the barn, leaving the rest of us staring after him in momentary silence.
 
   “What do we do?” I whispered. I trained my eyes on the doorway, wishing Jake would come back, that we could figure this out together.
 
   “We vote,” Sanchez said. “It’s all we can do.” I turned to face her as she continued, “We already know what Jake’s vote is.” Her eyes swept around the group, giving us a moment to think. “Who thinks we should use the woman as a bargaining chip to get Dani back?”
 
   Biggs raised his hand, then Jason and Chris. Sanchez’s eyes rested on me, waiting. My mouth was suddenly dry and my heart racing.
 
   “Uh, guys…” Harper pointed toward the doorway.
 
   We all looked over to see Becca standing there. How much did she overhear? With her arms crossed over her chest and her eyes fixed on us thoughtfully, I could tell she’d heard enough.
 
   “What does it mean, ‘bargaining chip’? Who is Dani?” Becca’s tone was flat, like she was trying to act offended, but I could feel a genuine curiosity stir inside her.
 
   “She’s my best friend, and your ‘Father’ has her,” I spat, my concern for her melting away a little, but only for an instant. Her eyes widened with surprise, and her curiosity was replaced with something that felt almost like concern. “She’s the telepath he was looking for…the one you were so excited that he’d found.”
 
   Becca stood there quietly, her cobwebbed mind coming to life.
 
   I could hear someone moving around behind me, but my eyes were glued to hers. “What’s he going to do to her, Rachel?” Her false name felt strange on my tongue, but I didn’t want to argue with her.
 
   Becca took a few steps inside, the conversation she’d had with “Father” about the telepath replaying in her mind.
 
   “You know what he’s capable of,” I said, my voice breaking a little. “What—”
 
   Simultaneously, Jason sidled up to Becca’s right while Biggs moved in on her left.
 
   “Put your hands behind your back…please.” Biggs’s voice was stern, but there was a note of discomfort in it.
 
   “What are you…” Becca shook her head and began backing away from them.
 
   “We’re restraining you,” Jason said. “Don’t bother fighting us—you won’t win.”
 
   She looked up at him. “But why?”
 
   “Because we can’t take the chance of you running away,” Sanchez said from beside me, and when I glanced over, her face was completely unreadable.
 
   “But I want to go back to the Colony. I have to. You do not need to tie me up.” There was a hint of desperation in Becca’s husky voice.
 
   But Jason had finished tightening the rope around her wrists, and as she seemed to realize there was nothing she could do, her gaze shifted frantically around the room. Fear poured out of her. “You do not understand. I have to be ready for the escort when they return. If I fail…”
 
   “Jason,” I hissed. “We don’t know for sure she’s not Jake’s sister.”
 
   Jason looked into Becca’s eyes. “Are you Jake’s sister?”
 
   She slowly shook her head.
 
   Jason’s eyes shifted to mine. “If she doesn’t believe she’s his sister, that’s good enough for me.”
 
   Pointing out toward the fire, Biggs nudged her outside. “Come on, let’s go.”
 
   With pleading eyes, Becca urged me to help her, but I felt frozen in place, torn.
 
   On his way out the door, Jason smacked Ky’s knee. “Come on. Let’s get you packed up. I’m sending you and Ben with Sarah.”
 
   Ky groaned and struggled to sit up. “Road trip?”
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   “There are a few things you should keep in mind,” Gabe said as he unlocked the front door to my new home and let me in.
 
   “Hmmm?” I was barely listening. General Herodson is giving me my own house! Gabe couldn’t possibly have been saying anything that could compete with my excitement to explore. My own home! Eeek!
 
   The house was in a neighborhood a little south of the building housing General Herodson’s office, about a fifteen-minute walk. The exterior was painted a muted sienna with white trim, and it had been fashioned in a cookie-cutter, pseudo-craftsman style. From the outside it looked perfect, displaying its glaringly white two-car garage with evident pride. Momentarily, I wondered if a new car came with my new home. The whole thing felt surreal, like winning the lotto without buying a ticket.
 
   “General Herodson keeps a strict order around here, but because of Project Eden—the reproduction program—some of the men think they can take liberties with any woman they want.”
 
   “Right,” I said, hearing but not processing a single word he’d uttered. My attention was completely focused on the living room we’d entered. It was more luxurious than I’d expected for a house on a military base, with hardwood floors, huge, bright windows, and an open ceiling that allowed me to see the second-floor landing. There were two tasteful microsuede armchairs and a sofa in cream and sage green, with pillows, throws, and curtains in bolder reds and browns. “Does somebody already live here?” I asked, shifting my eyes from the furnishings to the ridiculously high vaulted ceiling. “You know, ’cause it looks like someone lives here…”
 
   “Not anymore,” Gabe said, and I heard him shut and lock the front door.
 
   For some reason, his words resonated with me, and I suddenly had an overpowering sense of déjà vu. Except, in my head, it was someone else’s voice uttering those words—not anymore—and I was in a completely different place. What…?
 
   “Dani? Are you okay?” Gabe asked.
 
   I could have sworn I was forgetting something important. Shaking my head, I looked up at his face and attempted a smile. “Yeah…just déjà vu.”
 
   Gabe sighed and continued on, guiding me further into the house. “The bedrooms are all upstairs,” he said, pointing to the polished wooden staircase leading up to the second floor from the entryway as we passed by.
 
   I followed him down the hallway parallel to the stairs. “This place is big,” I said as a dining room came into view on the left. It was completely open to the hallway. Just like the living room, the dining room had been decorated by someone with elegant, if restrained, taste. A heavy, mission-style oak table was set up to provide seating for eight people. It was all so much more than one person needed.
 
   “Um…shouldn’t this place be used by a family or something?” I asked.
 
   Gabe paused, and I nearly bumped into him. He didn’t notice. Instead, he gestured with his hand toward a shorter hallway shooting off to the right. “This leads to the downstairs bathroom and the laundry room.”
 
   “You didn’t answer my question,” I told him, barely glancing down the hall.
 
   Reluctantly, Gabe met my eyes. “I know.” He took a deep breath, holding it for a second too long. “You see, Dani, General Herodson is hoping this will become a family’s home…your family’s home.”
 
   Baffled, I shook my head. “But I don’t have any family left. How…?”
 
   “You have a very desirable Ability, one the General would like to have passed on to the next generation,” he said softly.
 
   That made me raise my eyebrows. “What if I don’t want to have kids? And”—my eyes widened as I remembered it took two people to make a child—“who would I even have kids with? Some soldier? A stranger? You?” I asked, pretending to be offended. Okay, I was a little offended. I liked the General, but I wasn’t his possession to pass around as he saw fit.
 
   Gabe started backing further down the main hallway, entering a large, open space. “Now, I never said—”
 
   “Calm down, I know you’re just the messenger,” I said, swatting his arm. I swept past him and into the room, pausing to peer back at him. “Besides, you’d be a better choice than any military guy.”
 
   As the words left my mouth, they tasted wrong—untrue—but I had no idea why. It wasn’t like the man standing several feet behind me couldn’t have stepped out of most women’s fantasies; he was handsome, put-together, charismatic, and kind. In his light gray slacks and white button-down shirt, he looked like the guy every parent wanted their daughter to bring home. I knew I was interested in him in a more-than-friends way—so what was with the weird part of my head screaming, Wrong! This is all WRONG!
 
   Stop it! I told myself. I glanced around, taking in the open kitchen, with its earthy, tiled countertops and wide island, and the cozy family room adjoining it.
 
   “Look! There’s a fireplace!” I exclaimed, sounding like a little kid spotting a horse…or, well, me spotting a horse. But I liked fires; they were comfortable, familiar. After all, I’d spent the past few lonely months hopping from place to place, relying on campfires as my only source of heat during the cold, dark nights.
 
   The second I thought about that—about sitting around campfires, isolated and alone—I felt the feeling of wrongness again. I couldn’t picture a single place I’d camped, couldn’t remember any of the houses I’d squatted in. I couldn’t even remember the details of my journey to the Colony from…somewhere.
 
   I squeezed my eyes shut, trying to think, to remember, but… “Gabe, I can’t remember…I think something’s wrong with me,” I said, imploring him with my eyes. “I don’t know how I got here…or where I came from. Did I come from Seattle? I must’ve, but I can’t…I just don’t know!”
 
   On the verge of panic, I felt Gabe’s arm settle over my shoulders, and several tentative steps later, I was sinking into the comfortable embrace of a couch. After only a moment of hesitation, Gabe seated himself beside me. I could see him out of the corner of my too-wide eye. He was watching me, his brow furrowed.
 
   I opened my mouth, releasing a barrage of questions. “Did I come straight from Seattle? Why’d I leave? Did—oh God—did Cam…did everyone die? What about Callie? I just…I can’t remember! Why didn’t I go to Bodega Bay to check on Grams? Or Massachusetts to see if Zo survived? Why’d I come here? And why didn’t I bring Jack? And how’d I meet you? I know I knew you before I got here, but how is that possible? And what about—”
 
   Gabe captured my hands, halting my words. “Dani, calm down. You have a concussion. It’s probably just short-term memory loss. Everything will be much clearer in the morning.”
 
   A concussion? I squeezed his hands, feeling like they were the only things tethering me to sanity. “Please tell me…how did we meet?”
 
   “I found you when you were all alone,” he said, not taking his eyes from mine. “I helped you learn to use your telepathy.”
 
   Right…that feels right. “Did we travel together?”
 
   His eyes flicked down to our hands, then back up to my face, a plea evident in their pale blue depths. “Not exactly.”
 
   “Then how’d you find me?” My chin quivered as I said “me.” I was trying to remember the details of the past four months, but I just…couldn’t. This is not good.
 
   Gabe looked away briefly and muttered, “He wouldn’t have taken that, too, would he?” He shook his head. “Dani, I found you by using my Ability, remember? I can visit people’s dreams.”
 
   The absurdity of the statement stopped my flow of tears before it even started. “You do realize how weird that sounds when you say it out loud, don’t you?”
 
   Releasing one of my hands, he wrapped his arm around me, pulling me against his side. “Yeah, I do.”
 
   A nervous laugh bubbled out of me. Being in such close proximity to him was making my stomach fluttery, in a really, really good way. “You should call it something grander; visiting people’s dreams sounds a little lame. Maybe you should say”—I lowered my voice—“‘I am a Dreamwalker.’”
 
   Gabe’s answering laugh was deep and melodious, and at the sound of it, my heart gave an enthusiastic thump. I peered up at him through my lashes. “So…should we explore upstairs? Check out the bedrooms?” Check out the bed? It had been months since I’d been this close to another person, let alone a man who made me feel so giddy.
 
   He tensed up, clenched his jaw, and looked away. Abruptly, he stood, leaving me cold and alone where we’d been warm and cuddling only a moment before. “Of course. I’m sure you want to shower, hot water and all,” he said dismissively.
 
   At the words “hot water” I nearly drooled. All thoughts of Gabe and beds evaporated as I imagined standing beneath a steaming stream of hot water. Oh my God…or soaking in an oh-so-hot bath…
 
   Without another word, I stood and zipped past Gabe into the hallway and up the stairs, ignoring my aching head the entire time. It only took me a few seconds to find the master bedroom. Its oak furnishings were as tasteful as those on the ground floor, and there was a queen bed covered in a fluffy, bronze-colored down comforter and a wide window fitted with lowered bamboo blinds. The adjoining bathroom was spacious, including two sinks, an oversized tub, and a separate stall shower. Definitely a bath, I thought blissfully while I toed off my tennis shoes and peeled off my borrowed sweats. I left the door cracked open a few inches, wondering if Gabe would see it as an invitation. And yes, it was an invitation.
 
   I fiddled with the hot and cold knobs on the edge of the tub, thankful that hot water poured from the faucet within seconds. Glorious steam floated up from the water’s surface, enticing me to sink in even though the large tub was only a few inches full. I almost did, but after a quick glance around the ledge of the bathtub, I noticed an extreme lack of toiletries. Soap, at least, was a necessity.
 
   Hopeful, I padded to the cupboards beneath the sinks on the opposite side of the bathroom, closed my eyes, and whispered, “Please have some shampoo and conditioner.” I cracked my eyes open to peek into the far right cupboard and found only cleaning supplies.
 
   “Damn.”
 
   The middle cupboard was jammed full of toilet paper and boxes of tissues. Useful, but not what I’m looking for. Crossing my fingers, I opened the left cupboard and sighed. Bottles of several types of shampoo, conditioner, and body wash fought for space with boxes of bar soap, cans of shaving cream, loofahs, and razors.
 
   I was going to take a hot bath and shave my legs. “Oh God,” I groaned.
 
   “What?” Gabe called from the other side of the door. Evidently, it hadn’t been a very quiet groan.
 
   I frowned. He was in the adjoining bedroom, but apparently he wasn’t planning to cross the doorway and join me in the tub. My pride would have been wounded if the slight hadn’t been vastly overshadowed by my excitement about the gallons of hot water awaiting me.
 
   “Nothing,” I replied. Glancing at the empty towel rack, I added, “Can you find me a towel? There aren’t any in here.”
 
   “Sure.”
 
   While I waited, I searched through the various bottles in the cupboard, finally settling on some herbal-scented hair products and a vanilla body wash. It wasn’t bubble bath, but that didn’t stop me from using it as such. I drizzled the thick, pearly liquid near the faucet, watching the water churn it into a frothy foam that smelled like vanilla icing. And then I stepped into heaven. Oh God…
 
   The moment I sank into the sudsy water, I could have died from contentment. Closing my eyes, I savored the sensations, comparing the luxurious heat of the bath to the icy water I was used to…and then I sat bolt upright. Water splashed against the sides of the tub, spilling over the edge in a few places. I turned off the faucet. When was the last time I bathed—and where? I couldn’t remember, exactly, but I had the feeling it had been outside. I could almost feel the stinging sensation of water from a frigid mountain creek gliding down my bare skin, but I couldn’t actually remember. What the hell?
 
   Taking a deep, soothing breath, I settled back into the hot water, rested my head against the porcelain edge, and closed my eyes.
 
   “You decent?” Gabe called from the other side of the bathroom door, and my heart gave a startled extra pump.
 
   I opened my eyes and glanced down at the layer of thick, white foam concealing my body. Decent enough, I supposed. “Yep.”
 
   Gabe pushed the door open further and poked his head through the crack. Seeing me in the tub, he smirked. “That wasn’t exactly what I meant by ‘decent.’”
 
   I shrugged, making the layer of bubbles tremble and rearrange on the water’s surface.
 
   Gabe’s smirk grew into a wicked grin. “I found the towels. They’re in the closet near the stairs.”
 
   “Did you bring me one, or would you rather I get it myself?” I asked playfully.
 
   His eyes narrowed as he pretended to consider his options, and then he laughed. “This time, I brought you one. Next time…we’ll see.”
 
   I smiled and closed my eyes again. The pensive, concerned Gabe from downstairs was gone, replaced by the Gabe I was used to. “Come in and talk to me. It’s lonely in here.” …and I’m tired of being alone.
 
   The hinges creaked as Gabe pushed the door the rest of the way open, letting some of the warm steam escape. “Feel better?” he asked from somewhere near the cupboards. Cracking open my left eyelid, I found him seated on the counter, a fluffy mauve towel beside him.
 
   “You have no idea…but then, neither do I. Not really.” I tapped my head. “Still nothing.”
 
   “Just don’t panic for a few days. I have a feeling things will clear up sometime soon.”
 
   “Why?” I asked. “What makes you so sure I won’t be stuck like this?” I felt broken, like a mirror that had been shattered and glued back together, but some of the pieces were missing.
 
   Gabe shrugged. “Because that’s how concussions work. I’m sure you’ll get better.”
 
   I’d never had a concussion—I didn’t even know how I’d ended up with one—so I didn’t know if time healed all wounds and all that, but I figured it wouldn’t hurt to trust Gabe for a few more days. And I did trust Gabe, even if I couldn’t remember any specific reasons why.
 
   I sighed. “I think I’m pruning.”
 
   “Hmmm…I wouldn’t be able to tell without a closer look,” Gabe teased.
 
   Pinning him with my gaze, I said, “Then take a closer look,” but he just chuckled and shook his head. Suit yourself, I thought, looking away.
 
   Unfortunately, now I felt rejected…embarrassed. I needed a distraction. I snatched up the razor I’d snagged from the cupboard, raised one of my legs out of the water, and began lathering it with shaving cream. The tub was just deep enough that as I worked, the water still covered all of my important bits even though I was sitting up. I could see Gabe out of the corner of my eye and had to suppress a laugh. He seemed to be having an internal war with himself, alternating between looking at me and looking at the tile floor. I allowed myself a small smile.
 
   “I’ll, uh…wait outside,” he said, slipping down from the counter and exiting the bathroom.
 
   His timing was perfect; I was embarrassed, the water was cooling, and my fingertips resembled albino raisins. I rose from the tub, and dripping on the chilly floor tiles, I crossed the bathroom and stepped into the shower for a quick rinse.
 
   Within five minutes I was done in the bathroom. I emerged with combed, wet hair, wearing only a towel. I was moderately surprised to find Gabe lounging on the foot of the bed, looking like he owned it. Based on his reactions in the bathroom, I was under the impression that he wasn’t really interested in me, but based on the way he was lying on what was now my bed, he was sending an entirely different signal. What does he want? His hot and cold signals were confusing the crap out of me.
 
   Regardless, an excited thrill flowed throughout my body. I’d spent so much time traveling alone, I was sure—pretty sure—that it felt amazing to be spending time with someone. I finally found somewhere I belonged. The Colony and General Herodson were great, but it was Gabe who made me feel like I’d finally found somewhere that could become my home.
 
   When I crawled onto the bed beside him, his eyes locked on to me. They trailed from my curling, wet hair to my face to my bare shoulders and the place where the towel was knotted over my chest. I settled on my knees beside him and watched him study me.
 
   “I like it here,” I told him. “I like being here…with you.”
 
   Abruptly, Gabe sat up, bringing his face within inches of mine. He searched my eyes briefly, then looked away. “Dani, we shouldn’t be…I don’t know what he…your friends…”
 
   “Friends?” I asked, confused. Shaking my head, I looked around the room. “I was alone—”
 
   “No, you weren’t,” Gabe said, engulfing my left hand with both of his. “You’ve had people around you since the beginning. All of those people from the military…”
 
   When he paused, I shook my head. “Who? What people?”
 
   His jaw clenched. “I shouldn’t be telling you this. It’ll just upset you. I should wait until you remember.”
 
   “Who, Gabe?” My voice was too high. “Tell me! Who was I with?”
 
   “Zoe…and Jason.”
 
   “What?” I screeched and scurried away from him to huddle on the edge of the bed. “I don’t know what you’re talking about!” Zoe was in Massachusetts and probably dead, and Jason…Jason was…I didn’t know. Why would I have been with Jason? Nothing was making sense. Scrunching my eyes closed, I tried to remember, but the harder I tried, the more my head hurt. Panic churned within me, making me feel sick. My heart beat heavily, like my blood was too thick, and my lungs felt constricted.
 
   “Dani,” Gabe said, and I felt the mattress shift behind me. He scooted closer, joining me on the edge of the bed and draping his arm over my bare shoulders. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to upset you.”
 
   Only when I looked up at him did I realize tears were streaking down my cheeks. “I don’t want to think about them…about any of it,” I told him. “If they’re gone…I just want to forget. I just want to be here, with you.”
 
   “Dani, I think we should…”
 
   I tilted my face up, leaning in closer to the safety and comfort of his body. “What?”
 
   “Probably not be…”
 
   “What?” I asked, raising my hand to his face. I brushed my thumb over his chin, feeling the rough stubble covering it, and angled his face lower.
 
   “In here, doing this.” He breathed in jerkily when my thumb brushed across his full lower lip. It was soft and dry and begging to be kissed.
 
   “I have no idea what you’re talking about,” I whispered, closing the distance between us.
 
   When our lips touched, there was a moment of hesitancy on his part. He dropped his arm from my shoulders and remained immobile while I gently teased his lips with mine. And then he reacted.
 
   Gabe’s hands were suddenly cradling my jaw, his fingers tangling in my wet curls. When his lips parted and our tongues tentatively touched, I sighed. His kiss was gentle, full of unspoken emotions. It didn’t stay that way. His grip on my face tightened and his tongue dove into my mouth with ferocity.
 
   Wanting more—needing more—I slipped a leg over both of his, straddling him. With the bare skin of my thighs flush against the soft material of his slacks, I became very aware that the towel was the only thing covering me.
 
   Gabe groaned as he slid his hands down from my face, running them over my shoulders, back, hips, and thighs until he reached the end of the towel. Slipping his hands under the soft, thick cotton, he teased the backs of my thighs, inching higher.
 
   Wanting him to touch me everywhere, I groaned. “It’s been so long. Please, MG…”
 
   Instantly, he froze.
 
   MG? Where the hell did that come from? Who’s MG?
 
   “Damn it…shit! Dani, I—I’m sorry. I can’t…we can’t,” he panted, resting his forehead against the crook of my neck. Considering I’d just called him a name I didn’t understand, I was okay with cutting things short.
 
   “Why is this all so confusing?” I asked, my voice small and trembling.
 
   Gabe shook his head and kissed my neck with all the tenderness he’d displayed earlier. “Tomorrow night,” he breathed against my skin. “If you still want me tomorrow night, then we can do this.” He smoothed the towel over my legs, covering me as much as possible, which wasn’t very much considering I was still straddling him.
 
   “You should get dressed,” he said, dropping his hands to the bed. “There are clothes in the dresser that should fit you, and in the closet if you don’t find what you need in the drawers.”
 
   Ungracefully, I crawled off his lap and moved to rummage through dresser drawers. Inside, I wanted to scream, but I wasn’t sure why.
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   ZOE
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   “It’s gonna be a cold trip heading west through the mountains,” Sanchez warned, glancing between Grayson, Ky, and Harper, “but Jake said this dude ranch is the only place he knows of nearby that can house all the animals and a group our size. He said the lodge is big. It should be well-equipped for most of our needs.” She leaned over a physical map of Colorado.
 
   “If it’s still there,” Jason said tersely. Sanchez and I both glared at him. He’d been goading us all morning, upset that we hadn’t departed immediately after we’d finished packing our things.
 
   Chris scoffed. “Don’t be a dick, Jason. It’ll be there.” She shrugged, seeming unconcerned. “And if it’s not, that’s why we have the secondary rendezvous point.”
 
   Sanchez nodded and leaned over to circle the location where the dude ranch, Colorado Trails, was supposed to be. “Assuming everything works out, the ranch should be somewhere between Mancos State Park and the city of Durango itself. Just follow Highway 161 southwest and pay attention to the signs. Apparently, you can’t miss it.”
 
   Grayson and Ben nodded, Sarah bit her fingernails, a look of horror in her eyes as she worried endlessly, and Ky didn’t do much of anything. He was still drunk, Jason and Chris not having the heart to take the booze away from him; it was the only thing alleviating any of the tumultuous feelings funneling into him.
 
   “We should only be a few days behind you,” Chris added as she sketched the relocation team’s route on the map. “But if we’re not there after a week or so, Biggs and Ky will decide what to do.” Chris didn’t linger long on the morose possibility that the retrieval group—the rest of us—might not make it to Colorado Trails at all. “Until you hear from us, I think it’s wise to only unpack what you need, but have all the medical supplies handy when we get there, just in case. We’ll have a limited supply with us.”
 
   Chris looked at me. “When we get into Cañon City, Harper and I are going with Jason and Sanchez to the Colony to offer the trade. Zoe, you and Jake are staying with our leverage to ensure she’s watched at all times.”
 
   Even with mixed emotions, Jake had conceded to the plan, knowing he could do little to keep Becca out of the Colony since she wanted to go back so badly. His one request was that he be allowed to stay with her until the exchange, and even Jason hadn’t objected to that.
 
   I heard heavy footsteps behind me as Jake walked into the barn. He stopped a few feet from the workbench. I couldn’t meet his eyes…I hadn’t been able to since we’d tied up his sister.
 
   “Zoe, once we leave Cañon City, I’ll keep you updated on our progress as much as I can,” Sanchez said, referring to her telepathy. “Now, there’s an abandoned building in Cañon City you guys should hunker down in. It’s on the edge of downtown, and it’s got mirrored windows, so you can see out but no one should be able to see in.”
 
   Sanchez’s words faded away as I focused all my attention on Jake, who was pacing behind me. Although he’d agreed to our plan, his reluctance was apparent. He’d begun to question our visitor’s identity, not completely convinced she actually was Becca. But if circumstances changed, and he felt she truly was his sister, I worried he might not follow through with our plan. Why would he exchange his sister for Dani, a woman he barely knows? He’d been up all night, dark emotions pouring out of him. When all was said and done, I knew Dani’s life was contingent upon how important Becca was to the Colony. If he changes his mind…
 
   “I know this isn’t ideal,” Sanchez said, “but Chris and I have identified three command buildings on base.” She pointed to the diagram and continued speaking, but I stopped listening as I walked over to the doorway, feeling a strange sense of doom. My eyes locked on Becca’s quivering body as she sat, arms tied behind her, on a hay bale by the fire.
 
   Something was wrong. She was wincing, her eyes squeezed shut, her face flushed, and her breathing laborious. I ran toward her, watching her closely as I opened myself up to her emotions: fear and pain.
 
    
 
   The brown-haired man—Father—stood proudly with his hands clasped behind his back and his stance wide. His eyes twinkled with some sort of twisted delight, and his mustache was upturned, a smile threatening to envelop his face.
 
    
 
   With a flash, the image changed.
 
    
 
   Bodies. A seemingly bottomless pit filled with dead people was all I could see. Becca was one of them—her body limp and broken and smeared with dirt and blood like the others. But her violet-gray eyes were open wide, filmed-over, and empty, and her once-thin lips were split and swollen. She was discarded like a busted toy that “Father” didn’t want anymore. He was still standing there…smiling.
 
    
 
   “She’s having a vision,” I said under my breath. She really is Becca.
 
    
 
    
 
   “Goodbye, Zoe,” Sarah said, flashing me a tiny, hopeful smile. Her eyes were red and filled with unshed tears. Biggs helped her mount the gray horse she would ride west through the snowy, southern Rockies to our rendezvous point in Durango, the look on Sarah’s face almost heartbreaking. While I stayed behind, she would be riding far away, wondering if we would ever see each other again. I hope so.
 
   After our brief, tormenting goodbyes—our faces brave and painted with false certainty—Grayson, Sarah, Biggs, Ben, and Ky rode away with most of our gear, all but one pack horse, and Dani’s goats in tow. We all hoped getting them further away from the Colony would help ease Ky’s Ability-inflicted angst and keep Sarah and her unborn baby safe.
 
   In a somber haze, those of us remaining readied ourselves to head for Cañon City. Donning my thigh holster and pistol, I scoffed at my new dressing routine. I should have felt completely ridiculous, like I was pretending to be someone I wasn’t, but I didn’t really have a choice. This is who I am now.
 
   Once we were geared up, we hurriedly secured the remaining supplies on our pack horse, climbed into our saddles—some of us doubling up—and rode for town, where Jake and I would stay behind with Becca, waiting for word from Sanchez.
 
   When we finally arrived, our horses tired and our noses red from riding in the cold, Sanchez, Carlos, and I fenced the animals in a large backyard. The expansive lawn provided an afternoon snack, and there was a swimming pool the horses could drink out of. A block away and just north of downtown, Jason, Jake, Chris, and Harper were securing the inside of the abandoned, mirror-windowed store Jake, Becca, and I would be staying in for the next twenty-four hours.
 
   “Will you be okay?” Sanchez asked as we watered the horses in the algae-infested pool.
 
   I nodded absently, wondering how Jake was going to make it through the “hostage exchange” without losing his mind. “We just need to stick to the plan, right?” I glanced over at her, then at Wings and Jason’s horse, who were sucking water into their mouths, almost pulling their reins from my grasp.
 
   “If the plan works,” she consented. “I honestly don’t know what they’re capable of up there.”
 
   We were silent for a moment, both of us lost in thought. What if Sanchez can’t make contact with us from that far away? What if the Colonists are somehow expecting this? But I withheld my questions. Instead, I smiled, appreciating Sanchez’s typical no-nonsense, no-mushy-shit goodbye.
 
   I nudged her. “Let’s just hope your claim will get you in. They are inviting any survivors to join their ‘safe haven,’ after all.”
 
   Sanchez practically snorted. “Getting in will be the easy part.”
 
   Hearing a dull thump on the grass behind me, I peered back at Carlos, who was walking toward us, Arrow clomping behind him. “The horses are ready,” he said to Sanchez. “You want me to go get the others?”
 
   Sanchez shook her head. “No, I’m on it. Make sure Chris’s horse gets a little more water, and then we’re ready to go.”
 
   Sanchez and I walked the horses over to the fence and tied them up so they didn’t drink too much before the long, hurried ride to the Colony, and Sanchez marched through the gate and around the corner, out of sight. I stalled at the fence, realizing it might be the last time I would ever see Carlos, since he was riding away with the others.
 
   “See you soon,” I told him.
 
   He nodded and flashed me a bright, cocky grin. “For sure.”
 
   I smiled back and turned away to follow after Sanchez. I caught up to her quickly, and we cautiously made our way down the sidewalk and into the alleyway behind the row of stores where Jake and I would be hiding. Entering through the back door, we joined Jake, Harper, and Chris, who appeared to have just finished securing the perimeter of the dilapidated building. Becca was sitting in a black, plastic folding chair in the center of the room, and Jake was stuffing our belongings into the cabinet beneath a broken display case.
 
   The front door swung open, and Jason came in. “We’re all clear on this row. The black-bands that were in the café are gone.”
 
   “Shit. Time to go,” Sanchez said.
 
   Harper walked over and gave me a kiss on the forehead before wrapping an arm around my shoulders. “See you later, Baby Girl.” With a squeeze, he winked at me, making me smile, and then disappeared out the back door. Jason, Chris, and Sanchez followed, but Sanchez paused in the doorway. “If you don’t hear from us within forty-eight hours, head to the ranch in Durango.” She glanced between me and Jake, who was leaning against the wall, staring out the window. When her eyes found mine, they were sympathetic. “Good luck,” she said silently and strode out of the shop. Just like that, they were all gone.
 
   But as soon as the door closed, it opened again, and my brother strode in, heading straight for me. Before I knew what was happening, his arms were wrapped around me in the fiercest hug he’d ever given me. I didn’t have time to return the embrace before he pulled away and disappeared out the back door once more.
 
   I stared at the door, stunned and wishing I’d been able to hug him back. Will I ever see him again? Exhaling, I crumpled the thought into an imaginary ball and tossed it into a lockbox that I planned to shove into the deepest chasms of my mind. I’d been tossing a lot of unwanted thoughts in there lately.
 
   Feeling eyes on me, I glanced at Becca, and then at Jake. Both of them were watching me intently, but Jake averted his gaze almost immediately. He stood at the mirrored window, which stretched the entire length of the wall, again staring blankly outside.
 
   This is gonna be a long wait. Taking a deep and concentrated breath, I sidestepped Becca and walked over to the window. I stood beside Jake and gazed out at the empty street.
 
   Hiding out at the outskirts of downtown, we could barely see the old-fashioned buildings that were once quaint and rustic boutiques and restaurants—the raised flower beds that lined both sides of the street were unruly and overgrown, and the windows were still painted with holiday greetings and well-wishes.
 
   It felt like an hour had passed since the others had left, since I’d been standing silently, wondering what to say to Jake, but it had only been a few minutes. Each second went by excruciatingly slowly, and Jake pacing from the front door to the window and back wasn’t helping time lapse any quicker.
 
   Feeling his overwhelming distress, I gazed back out the window and tried to focus on something else…anything other than his turmoil.
 
   I watched the naked branches of the trees shudder in the breeze and the stray bits of garbage rolling down the deserted street like tumbleweeds. I contemplated giving in to the lethargy that was making my eyes heavy. It had been days since I’d really slept, but now wasn’t the time.
 
   I scanned the room, taking in every boring detail of my temporary cage. It had obviously been abandoned long before the outbreak. The plaster walls had fist-size holes in them, and clothing racks had been ripped from the walls and tossed into a pile in the back right corner of the store. There were a couple of crumbling boxes in another corner, stacks of magazines filling each of them. A woman bending over, ass bared, in a slutty French maid costume graced the top cover in one box, the other displaying a voluptuous cowgirl sitting precariously on a saddle. An old porn shop? I grinned. Mirrored windows, just outside of downtown? Of course it is.
 
   As Jake continued to pace, memories of Becca flashed in his mind, and I saw their childhood play out like I was looking into a zoetrope. I wanted to watch each memory longer, to see more of what their lives had been like before, but the scenes flashed by regardless of my wishes.
 
    
 
   A small boy—Jake—sitting on the edge of a tattered mattress. His sister sitting in front of him, her back to him and her little legs folded underneath her, barely raising her up enough for him to brush her hair and put it into a ponytail.
 
    
 
   Jake, a little older, leaning against a yellow Formica countertop. The house was old and dirty. Piles of laundry and crumbling, old cardboard boxes were stacked against the wall behind him. Becca sitting on the counter nearby, eating an apple while he made her a peanut butter and jelly sandwich.
 
    
 
   A teenage Becca stepping into a minimally decorated living room with a worn leather couch, a side table, a reading lamp, and a vintage green recliner in front of a small, boxy television sitting atop a wooden crate. Her brunette hair was curled into ringlets and piled atop her head, and a nervous smile inched across her face. She was wearing a strapless, crimson chiffon dress that hung just above her knees and simple black pumps. Jake handing her his old pocket knife, a familiar, severe look on his face. Her smile widening as she accepted the knife and placed it in her black velvet handbag.
 
    
 
   Jake driving a black Jeep, Cooper sitting happily in the back, Becca hanging her bare feet out the passenger-side window. She was laughing and tossing popcorn at him, and I could tell he was trying not to smile. She rolled her eyes and pushed the play button on the stereo. Immediately dropping the bag of popcorn onto the floor, she wriggled and danced in her seat, letting the kernels fall all over the interior of the car. Jake pointed to the mess, trying to keep his eyes on the road, but she waved his anger away as she continued singing, shimmying her shoulders and flailing around.
 
    
 
   “Please untie me, Jake.” Becca’s voice was almost booming in the silence.
 
   I turned in time to see his eyes shoot to hers.
 
   “Please? If I fail him again, he will be so angry. I do not want to make Father angry. Please.”
 
   Jake looked at me and then sat down on a plastic chair by the window, making it creak under his weight. He covered his face with his hands, and it looked like he was trying to rub away his own personal hell.
 
   I glanced at Becca again, whose eyes were closed and chin was quivering slightly. “I have to get back,” she rasped. “I have to warn them.”
 
   Warn them? I approached her, the rubber soles of my boots squeaking on the cement floor. “Warn who?” I asked her, but she didn’t answer because Jake strode over. When he looked at me, his eyes were an inferno of rage, resentment, and despondency. My stomach dropped and my defenses flared.
 
   “Jake,” I said, reaching for him, but he pulled his arm away. “Please, talk to me.” I reached for him again, and as soon as I touched him, my shoulders dropped; he was splintered inside, like wood being hacked into a thousand, unmendable pieces. “Jake…” His name was barely a whisper.
 
   He tugged his arm out of my grasp. “Don’t, Zoe,” he said before he turned away from me.
 
   “Don’t wha—”
 
   “I can’t,” he began, glaring back at me. “I can’t do this. I can’t send her back to that place…to that man.”
 
   “What?” Becca screeched. “Jake, I have—”
 
   “I can’t send her back, and I can’t…you…”
 
   “Me, what? You’re scaring the shit out of me.” My voice was trembling. “But she wants—”
 
   “I can’t breathe!” He stalked to the storefront window, his broad chest heaving under his t-shirt. “I should’ve known. I should’ve—”
 
   “Known what, exactly? That she wasn’t really dead? Or that they’d somehow bring her back to life and brainwash her?”
 
   “I am not—”
 
   I continued to talk over Becca, my voice harsh and defensive. I couldn’t help it. I’d never seen Jake so distraught, so…I didn’t even know. “You couldn’t have possibly known what she’d turn into or who she’d become.”
 
   With one palm pressed against the wall by the window, Jake bowed his head, drowning in the undertow of emotion. His jaw worked, his hand flexing and shaking against the plaster.
 
   “I have to leave, to get her out of here,” he said, adamant. “I can’t just hand her over like she’s not my sister.”
 
   “Jake,” Becca tried again. “I need to go back. I have to go back.”
 
   He only shook his head, refusing to listen. “I won’t let you go back there, Becca, no matter what you want. I’m getting you out of here.”
 
   I froze. He’s leaving. I glared at his back, but feeling his misery, my anger quickly subsided. “We can figure something—”
 
   “Stop!” He pulled his arm back and slammed his fist into the wall, denting it. “There’s nothing to figure out. My sister will not be used as a pawn.” His face fell. He leaned back and brought his hand up to pinch the bridge of his nose. “I wouldn’t be able to live with myself.”
 
   He’s already made up his mind. Instantly, I started to question everything about Jake and me…about us. My reservations from the first time I met him—the first time he saved me, opened his mouth, and pushed me away—flared to life, and I chided myself for being so naïve. I knew something like this would happen.
 
   The questions jumped off my tongue before I could contain them. “What about Dani? What about me? You’re just going to leave?”
 
   When he didn’t respond, reality burst overhead like a looming storm cloud, clearing away the fog that had settled in my heart and mind. How could I have been so stupid?
 
   The conversation we’d had on the dock back in St. Louis resurfaced from under a month’s worth of foolhardy emotions. Jake’s words replayed in my mind.
 
    
 
   “For whatever reason, I know you don’t want to let me in…or maybe you just don’t know how…what are you afraid of?”
 
    
 
   This. This fucking feeling of inexplicable loss was what I’d been afraid of—the living lump of hysteria swelling in my throat, the desperation in my heart. I couldn’t swallow it away.
 
   Biting the inside of my cheek as hard as possible, I willed myself to calm down. Keep it together, Zoe.
 
   Jake strode past me to Becca, pulling her up to her feet.
 
   Lunging at him, I pushed against his chest as hard as I could. “You’re leaving?” He stumbled away from Becca, and I pushed him again. “You’re going to kill Dani!” I shoved against his shoulder. “You’re going to kill us all if you take her!” I smacked his chest. “I won’t let you ruin everything.” I won’t let you break my heart! I pushed, shoved, and slapped him again and again. “You son of a bitch!”
 
   Jake gripped my arms, immobilizing me and forcing me to look up at him. His eyebrows lifted with sympathy…or is it sorrow? I was too upset to differentiate between his emotions and mine. 
 
   “Let go,” I warbled.
 
   As he opened his mouth to speak, a gunshot cracked through the air and Jake yanked me down to the floor.
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   Pine needles pricked my bare arms as I wandered through a shadowy forest. Towering redwoods and lodgepole pines shaded me from an unusually hot summer sun and saved my skin from burning. Luckily, the underbrush was sparse, consisting of scattered ferns and low, scraggly shrubs which didn’t hinder my steps.
 
   A sudden, loud rustle sounded off to my left. I paused mid-stride, wondering if I’d disturbed a rabbit, or possibly a deer, but when I peered in the direction of the noise, nothing moved between the thick, mossy trunks. I resumed my steady pace. The only noise was the crunching of twigs and dry pine needles underfoot…until I heard the sound again, closer and off to my right.
 
   I snapped my head around, searching. I caught a glimpse of black near the ground before whoever—or whatever—had made the noise disappeared behind a redwood at least forty yards away.
 
   “Hello?” I called. “Is someone there?” What if it’s a bear? Oh God, I hope not! I couldn’t remember the rules for confronting a bear—was I supposed to stare it down, avoid eye contact, or make myself big and loud? Fat chance there, I thought. Loud I could do, but big was so far outside of my wheelhouse, it was in a different country.
 
   For minutes I heard nothing but wind, the sounds of birds chirping, and small creatures scurrying through the branches overhead.
 
   “Is someone there?” I called again, trying to keep my voice steady. Adrenaline flooded my body, doing its best to convince me to turn and flee.
 
   From nowhere specific, a man whispered, “Dani.” My name bounced around between the tree trunks, repeating and gaining strength. Not a bear…a person. Should I be relieved? I wasn’t.
 
   “Where are you?” I screeched, spinning around and frantically searching for the speaker among the trees. “Who are you?”
 
   I spotted the black thing again and realized it was a boot. Before it disappeared behind a thick redwood twenty yards ahead of me, I glimpsed the rest of the man it was attached to. He was tall, and his jeans and black t-shirt did nothing to hide his powerful build. Too soon, he was gone, hidden by the trees.
 
   “Hey! Where are you going? How do you know my name?” I tried to yell, though it came out strained and breathy. I jogged to the tree he’d disappeared behind, but by the time I rounded its monstrous girth, there was no one to find.
 
   “Red,” he called out from everywhere and nowhere. Again, the single word echoed off the endless forest of tree trunks. The rich sound of his voice made my heart swell in longing.
 
   Hearing the rustle of dried sticks and pine needles directly behind me, I spun. For once, the man didn’t hide.
 
   He was larger than I’d first thought, about a foot taller than me. His dark hair was cropped close, and sapphire-blue eyes glowed in a handsome, angular face. Every plane and ridge was precise, almost severe, making him equally harsh and beautiful. Jason? He wasn’t alone.
 
   From behind the trunks on either side of him, a handful of people emerged. A slender, raven-haired woman whose jewel-blue eyes were almost identical to Jason’s.
 
   “Zo,” I breathed.
 
   I scanned the rest of the faces. A blonde woman with kind features. A teenage boy with dark hair, tan skin, and haunted eyes. A young Asian man whose lips were curled into a playful smirk. A middle-aged man sporting an impressive mountain-man beard. A beautiful young woman whose face was contorted by a haughty sneer. They all felt so familiar, like their names were on the tip of my tongue, but I didn’t recognize any of them.
 
   “Why are you following me?” I whispered.
 
   One side of Jason’s mouth quirked slightly upward, and a barely-there dimple appeared on his cheek. He laughed, the sound rough and baritone. “You need to remember.”
 
   “Remember,” the others echoed in a ghostly chorus. It was more than a little creepy.
 
   “I need you to come back to me, Red,” Jason added.
 
   “Why are you calling me that?”
 
   He turned and began walking away. The others followed a step behind him.
 
   “Wait!” I called after them. I didn’t want to be left alone in the forest. I tried to follow, but shrubs appeared around my sneakers, tripping me with each attempted step. “Don’t leave me! Jason! Zo!”
 
    
 
   “Wake up, Dani,” someone said. A hand was on my shoulder, shaking me gently.
 
   “No,” was my genius response. I rolled onto my side, away from the offending human alarm clock. Gabe.
 
   He laughed softly. “You weren’t supposed to fall asleep.”
 
   I flopped onto my back and glared up at him through sleep-swollen eyelids. “You weren’t supposed to let me fall asleep.”
 
   Gabe sighed, a deep, mournful sound. It was very dramatic. “True, but you were getting far too cranky.” He didn’t sound the least bit repentant.
 
   I scowled. “What if I’d been hemorrhaging in my brain? What if I’d died in my sleep because you didn’t want to deal with my crankiness? What if—”
 
   His laugh was full and slightly booming. “Okay, okay! I’m sorry. I was far too careless with your life. I’m so sorry. Will you ever forgive me?”
 
   “I’ll think about it,” I told him. “Now, let me go back to sleep. I’m obviously not going to slip into a coma.” Turning my head away from him, I squeezed my eyes shut, willing myself to return to dreamland. I felt like I’d been having the strangest dream, and for some reason, I desperately wanted to return to it.
 
   “Can’t do that,” Gabe said. “You’re coming with me to work today.”
 
   Groaning into my pillow, I mumbled, “Can’t you just let me go back to sleep instead?”
 
   “No can do.” The bed bounced as he stood. “If you get ready, I’ll make you breakfast. You like pancakes?”
 
   I stiffened, suddenly salivating. Pancakes. How long has it been since I’ve had pancakes? “Throw in some bacon and you’ve got deal,” I said, sounding way too excited. If I was being honest with myself, he had me at “pancakes.”
 
   “I think I can manage that.”
 
    
 
   ~~~~~
 
    
 
   Entering Gabe’s lab was like walking into Willy Wonka’s chocolate factory, but for science fanatics, which I’m not. Thanks to my linguistics studies, I prefer tangling with syntax and semantics rather than compounds and cellular structures, but even so, the room was still awe-inspiring. Each consecutive counter in the long room was filled with more fantastical and majestic equipment, and each machine, with its shiny baubles and crystal-clear lenses, screamed of wonder and amazing discoveries. I brushed my fingertips over the scope of something that looked like the lovechild of a telescope and a machine gun.
 
   “Please don’t touch that,” Gabe said.
 
   Okay… “So, this is your lab,” I noted as we passed by counters filled with meticulously arranged high-tech devices, glass containers, and yellow notepads.
 
   “Yep.”
 
   “You’re in charge of the whole thing?”
 
   “Uh, yeah,” he responded, smoothing his blond hair against his scalp—it was pulled back into his usual low ponytail, the few inches of gathered hair fanning neatly down the back of his neck.
 
   “What exactly is it that you’re in charge of?” Even if there were a gun held to my head, I couldn’t have guessed the purpose of most of the obviously priceless equipment.
 
   Gabe shot a quick look over his shoulder as he led the way down an aisle between two counters. “I’m in charge of the Ability Research Department.”
 
   “That sounds important.”
 
   “It is.”
 
   “Wow, you’ve really got that whole humility thing down, huh?” I said, shaking my head. As I scanned around the lab—the unoccupied lab—I frowned. There were three rows of work counters and dozens of stools, but no scientists. “Where are all of your worker bees? I mean, I’m assuming someone with such an ‘important’ job has a handful of science slaves, but this place is totally empty.”
 
   He unlocked a taupe fire door. “I told them to work on their other projects this morning.” At my cocked head, he added, “We don’t have enough scientifically-inclined people to devote a large number of them to one department alone…even if it is the most important department.”
 
   “Seriously, Gabe?” I asked, swatting his forearm. “Get over yourself already, you’re not that amazing.” Like a battering ram, the déjà vu hit me again, nearly knocking me breathless. I hunched over, gasping.
 
   “Dani? What’s wrong? Is it your head?” Gabe asked in a rush. He held my elbow in a gentle but strong grip and led me through the doorway to a worn couch in one corner of what could only be his office. The room was a mixture of neatness and clutter that was purely Gabe, and it held the faintest trace of his clean scent.
 
   “I’m fine,” I said, between slow, deep breaths. “I just need a second to rest.”
 
   “Are you sure?” His voice was filled with concern.
 
   “Yeah, I’m fine.”
 
   “Okay. Well, while you rest, I need to run a quick errand. Will you be fine here?”
 
   I glanced up at him through the stray crimson curls that had fallen in front of my eyes. “Oh, I’m sure I’ll survive.”
 
   Gabe, who’d been backing toward the door, hesitated, and I offered him a faint reassuring smile. “Okay,” he said. “I’ll be back in about fifteen minutes.”
 
   “Gabe?” I called as he was shutting the door.
 
   He poked his head back into the office. “Yeah?”
 
   “Who’s MG?” I asked, recalling the two letters that had brought our previous night’s kiss to a screeching halt.
 
   Gabe said nothing for several long seconds, simply blinked slowly and studied me. Finally, he said, “Someone you trusted…and he betrayed you.”
 
   “Did you know him?”
 
   He nodded, the crease between his eyebrows reappearing. “I’ll tell you all about him when I get back…if you want.”
 
   With a smile, I rested my head against the back of the couch and closed my eyes. “Yeah, I’d like that. Thanks.”
 
   He’d been gone for only a few minutes when I heard it: a scream. It was the kind of scream made by a mother giving birth, or by a torture victim being slowly flayed.
 
   I rose from my comfortable, reclined position on the sofa and cracked open the door to the lab, listening. At first, silence greeted me, but it was closely followed by a second, nearly identical scream. What the hell?
 
   As quietly as possible, I inched the door further open and slipped out into the empty lab. After a brief moment of deep-ish contemplation, I ghosted across the lab toward the door to the hallway. I snagged a smudged, white lab coat that had been draped over a nearby stool and shrugged into it.
 
   After peeking from the lab doorway into the hallway and seeing nobody, I stepped all the way out, trying my hardest to look like I belonged there. I explored every hallway on the floor without hearing the scream again. I was about to give up and return to Gabe’s office when another piercing howl emanated from a door to the stairwell.
 
   My hand wanted to shake as it reached for the doorknob, but I wouldn’t let it. Images of what could cause someone to make such a gut-wrenching noise overflowed in my imagination. Whatever the cause, I knew it couldn’t be anything good.
 
   I was inching the heavy metal door open, waiting for the scream to waylay me, when something touched my shoulder.
 
   “Wha—” I shouted, spinning and backing away in a single motion. Of its own accord, my hand reached across my body for something at the side of my rib cage, but all it found was the bottom of my breast. I instantly lowered my hand, no idea why I’d raised it in the first place. “Holy crap, Gabe! Why’d you feel the need to scare the living bejeezus out of me?” I snapped.
 
   Gabe, still standing before the stairwell door, held his hands out in front of him in a placating gesture. “Sorry,” he said, taking a step toward me. “I thought you heard me.”
 
   “Obviously not,” I grumbled, crossing my arms over my chest.
 
   He looked from me to the door, then back. “Going somewhere?”
 
   “I heard a scream…like a horror-movie, being-slashed-to-pieces scream.”
 
   “And you were, what—investigating?” Gabe’s eyebrows shot up. “Because nothing’s safer than searching out the cause of a being-slashed-to-pieces scream.”
 
   I shrugged, realizing that finding the screamer would also have brought me face-to-face with whoever—or whatever—was making them scream, which was more than a little stupid. “Not exactly,” I mumbled.
 
   Gabe sighed and turned away from me, walking briskly back toward his lab. “Good. That would be unwise.” Gee, you think?
 
   Scampering after him, which would have been embarrassing had he been looking at me, I followed Gabe back up the hall, through his lab, and into his office.
 
   “No dry cleaning?” I asked, plopping back down on the couch. All that had changed between pre-errand and post-errand Gabe was the addition of the dictionary-sized, brushed metal case he was carrying.
 
   “Huh?”
 
   “Stamps?” I suggested.
 
   “What?” He glanced at me, bafflement scrunching his brow.
 
   I shrugged. “I swear, every time someone says they have to ‘run errands,’ it’s to go pick up dry cleaning or get stamps. Maybe not lately, but you know what I mean.”
 
   “Right…uh, no then,” Gabe said. Turning away from me, he placed the case on his desk and opened it, revealing two items encased in dark gray foam. One was a glass vial filled with neon blue liquid that looked like it might, if consumed, give its drinker either radiation sickness or a massive hangover. The other item resembled a shiny, steel gun, but I knew that wasn’t what it was.
 
   I watched as Gabe inserted the vial into an opening in the top of the inoculator and took a step away from his desk…toward me. I shot to my feet. “What are you doing?”
 
   Gabe held his hands low, one gripping the inoculator, the other reaching for me. “It’ll make you feel better, I promise. I’m just trying to help you, Dani.”
 
   “I don’t need help,” I said, backing toward the door. “I feel fine…great, actually. No more headache. All better,” I lied.
 
   Holding up the inoculator so I could see it better, Gabe said, “Dani, it’ll barely even hurt. Just a little pinch, and then everything—the confusion and weird déjà vu moments—it’ll all be gone.”
 
   “I know what that is.” I backed into the door and slid my hands behind me to grip the doorknob. My chest was suddenly tight with terror. Even though I didn’t remember why, some part of my brain knew I didn’t want him injecting me with whatever was in the vial. “You want to hurt me. That’s why you’ve been acting so strange toward me…why you wouldn’t…why last night…”
 
   Gabe shook his head, pleading with his eyes. It seemed genuine, but some visceral feeling inside me told me it was just…wrong. This is all WRONG!
 
   “I want to help you, Dani. Please trust me.”
 
   I wanted him to stop saying my name. “I can’t,” I whispered, finding the door handle behind me and shoving the door open. I spun and dashed into the lab.
 
   Unfortunately, Gabe’s legs ate up about twice as much distance as mine with each stride; he overtook me in a matter of seconds. He tackled me, wrapping his arms around my body and trapping my arms at my sides. Turning our bodies, he cushioned my fall so that I landed on him instead of the unyielding linoleum floor.
 
   “Why…are you…doing this?” I grunted, trying to wriggle out of his grasp.
 
   “I’m trying to help you.” After several deep breaths, Gabe whispered, “You’ll understand soon.”
 
   He rolled until I was flat on my stomach on the cold, gray and white-speckled floor and he was straddling my back, holding my arms immobile against my sides with his knees. I could kick backward, a little, but it didn’t do me any good.
 
   “I’m sorry this had to be so difficult,” Gabe said as he pressed the muzzle of the inoculator against the side of my neck. With the sound of compressed air being released, I felt a sharp pinch in my neck. It was quickly followed by a dull throb as the toxic-looking liquid entered my body.
 
   “You’re a bastard,” I hissed.
 
   “So much more than you realize.” He sounded regretful.
 
   “I’m going to…to…” I growled, floundering for an adequate form of violent, painful revenge, but Gabe cut off my train of thought by releasing me and standing.
 
   I glared up at his towering form as I turned over and scooted backward until my shoulder rammed into a cabinet. I tried to stand, but fuzziness was filling my head and the floor seemed to be tilting like a carnival ride. “What’d you do to me?”
 
   “Just wait,” he said, crossing his arms and leaning his hip against the opposite counter. He was watching me, waiting for something.
 
   “I—” Whatever words I’d intended to say died on my tongue.
 
    
 
   An image of Callie, my roommate back in Seattle, burst into my head. She was curled in the fetal position on her bathroom floor, my dog beside her and the smell of vomit lingering in the air.
 
    
 
   And then I was sitting on top of Cam, beating his lifeless body in an attempt to make him wake back up.
 
    
 
   In another instant, a note from Grams appeared in my shaking hand. Her written words told me she was dying, but that she hoped I would survive.
 
    
 
   “No. No! NO!” I wailed, clutching my head. They’re dead. They’re all dead…how could I have forgotten?
 
   Hundreds of memories of Jason—of fighting with him, of watching him, of searching abandoned buildings with him, of feeling him lying beside me—overwhelmed all my senses. It had been Jason and Zoe, along with Chris, Ky, and the others I’d encountered since the outbreak, or my suppressed memory of them, who had come to me in my dreams, urging me to remember. “Oh God…”
 
   And then I was with Zoe, hugging her and jumping up and down. She was alive…I’d found her. Was that really only two days ago?
 
   General Herodson’s voice—his words—were the final memory to return. “Oh my God,” I whispered, suddenly recalling his exact words…words I hadn’t really heard until now.
 
    
 
   “I’m very sorry to hear that, Danielle. I had really hoped you would feel more at home here and that I wouldn’t have to bend your mind like all the others. My most loyal are those who choose to follow me of their own accord. Oh, well. You will do exactly as I say. You will agree to stay in the Colony and be excited about moving into the house I’m providing for you. You will forget anyone and everything you experienced since you were infected with the Virus, up until you arrived here. You will forget any negative opinions you may have formed about the Colony or me. You will only remember that you traveled here alone—this has always been your destination—that Gabe is your friend, and, of course, how to use your remarkable Ability. You will always tell me the truth. And, most importantly, you will work for me, doing whatever I wish you to do, and be happy about it. Does that sound acceptable?”
 
    
 
   General Herodson had manipulated my mind; he’d torn away my most valued memories and controlled my every decision. As his words replayed in my head, rage, hotter and more explosive than anything I’d ever felt, boiled within me. It rushed through my veins, flooding my muscles with adrenaline and white-hot fury.
 
   I began to scream, channeling the single, concentrated emotion into the sound. I screamed until my throat was raw and my voice had faded to a rough rasp.
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   ZOE
 
   MARCH 16, 1AE
 
    
 
   Another set of gunshots cracked in the distance, and something clicked inside Jake. His fallen features transformed into something fierce and focused as he reached for my hand. All his chaotic emotions were shadowed by protective determination. For me? He looked at his sister. No, for Becca. I felt unsettled—an unpleasant mixture of hyperawareness and emotional numbness—and I was unsteady on my feet as he hauled me over to the display case and pulled out our duffel bag of weapons and ammunition.
 
   There was more gunfire.
 
   “Get your asses out here!” Sanchez’s voice echoed in our heads.
 
   They’re still here? An unexpected sense of relief washed over me.
 
   “We’re by the movie theater, in the center of downtown. Chris and I are cornered in the ice cream shop, and Jason, Harper, and Carlos are holed up a few stores down. There’s at least a half dozen black-bands scattered across the street. Come around the corner of Sixth and Main so they don’t see you.”
 
   Jake lugged the bag out and opened it, tossing me extra ammunition before zipping it back up and heaving it over his shoulder. I slipped the two extra magazines for my pistol into the waist of my cargo pants, swallowed the bile rising in my throat, and tried to exhale the burning sensation in my stomach. I’d grown far too used to the taste of fear.
 
   The touch of Jake’s warm palm on my cheek startled me. “Stay down and stay focused.” He raised his eyebrows, waiting for me to process his words.
 
   I nodded back at him and offered a weak, but grateful smile. He kissed me. I didn’t have time to overthink us, but I was confused.
 
   “We’ll come back for you,” Jake told his sister, and before I really knew what was happening, he captured my hand again and we were running out the door.
 
   We slinked around cars and buildings for a couple blocks, drawing closer to the mayhem. Approaching a drugstore at the corner of Sixth and Main, we sidled up to the cement wall to catch our breath. Jake peered around the corner of the building, his fingers still gripping mine.
 
   A few gunshots cracked in the air and Jake pulled back, straightening. “There are three soldiers about two blocks down, and there are a couple of them making their way toward us. The ice cream shop is a couple stores down, and I think the rest of our people are in the restaurant and flower shop the next block over, but I can’t be sure.” He shoved our bag into a mass of juniper bushes lining the side of the drugstore. “We have to get closer. We’ll use the flower beds for cover.”
 
   We rounded the corner of the drugstore and headed toward the firefight in the heart of downtown. “Stay low and keep quiet,” Jake mouthed. Two black-bands, using abandoned cars as cover over a dozen yards away, were yelling at one another.
 
   I wiped my sweaty palms on my pants, gripping the fabric like it was a stress ball. After another gunshot, I heard a pained shout, and my heart stopped momentarily. Jason.
 
   “Over here,” Jake said, tugging me down behind one of the raised cement flower beds. The pool table–sized beds lined both sides of the street, their contents dormant for the winter, aside from the garbage can–camouflaging shrubbery on one side; it was the only thing keeping Jake and me out of sight.
 
   I heard my brother shout in pain again and Jake stiffened. “Stay here, keep your gun ready, and shoot anyone who even sees you,” he whispered, releasing my hand.
 
   I nodded and removed my pistol from my thigh holster.
 
   “I’ll come back for you. Don’t come out unless I call your name. Okay?” He saw hesitation in my eyes. “They’re military-trained, Zoe, not Crazies. If they shoot at you, they won’t miss.”
 
   I nodded, feeling dumb while I watched Jake covertly crawl behind the cover of an abandoned Audi and disappear around a small, empty deli a few shops beyond the drugstore.
 
   Upon hearing approaching footsteps, I froze. Multiple someones, probably the black-bands we’d seen arguing, stopped on the other side of the flower bed. I couldn’t see them, but I could hear them and feel their emotions—an unnerving mix of exhilaration and determination—as they scuffled closer to my hiding place. When they opened fire on my friends across the street, my ears rang, my hands started trembling, and I broke out in a cold sweat.
 
   A bullet hit the shop window just a couple yards behind me, and I watched as the glass spider webbed around the hole. Catching sight of myself in the broken window, I momentarily panicked. I can see them. The two black-bands were crouched beside a VW bus, their backs to me as they aimed their rifles through the vehicle’s busted windows. If I can see them, they could see me. I couldn’t risk idly waiting, hoping they wouldn’t turn around.
 
   Closing my eyes, I considered my options…but I already knew what I needed to do. I needed to kill them, before they killed me. Briefly, I wondered if Jake’s blood still coursed through my veins from the transfusion back at Fort Knox—blood which would help me to heal if I was wounded—but either way, I didn’t have any other choice. I have to kill them.
 
   I had shitty aim compared to the soldiers, but I had the element of surprise. Besides, they were really close…which was both a blessing and a curse. The shrubbery in front of me was tall and thick enough to obscure their view of me, allowing me the opportunity to shoot them before being seen. If nothing else, I could at least slow them down…shoot them in the leg so they can’t walk, or maybe the arm to wound them or ruin their aim…something…
 
   Jump-started by the sound of Jason swearing in agony across the street, I looked down at the gun in my shaking hand and took a few steadying breaths. As quietly as I could, I aimed through the bushes. The sound of gunshots continued to scream through the air.
 
   The two black-bands moved, crouching only four or so feet from me on the other side of the flower bed as they reloaded their ammunition. I needed to act fast. I was so close I could see the sweat beading on their foreheads and above their upper lips, and the way their chests heaved under their gear. I ignored the fact the man nearest me had green eyes that reminded me of Dani’s, and that he looked to be about my age. I ignored the fact that he had a tattoo on the skin between his thumb and forefinger. It’s probably his mom’s name…or girlfriend’s.
 
   I took a fortifying breath. They’re probably already dead, I thought cynically and pulled the trigger. My entire body hummed with tension as my muscles absorbed the shock and recoil.
 
   The green-eyed soldier fell to the ground, a bullet through the side of his neck. It worked. I blinked in disbelief before shifting my aim to the black-band beside him. As he leveled his assault rifle in my direction, I pulled the trigger again, missing once before shooting him in the chest. He dropped to the ground beside his comrade, still moving, but I could only focus on the man I’d shot in the neck. Blood was spurting from the wound. I killed him.
 
   I pivoted and fell forward, dropping my gun and bracing myself on my palms while catching my breath. And then I heard footsteps beside me. I reached for my gun, but I was too slow.
 
   Roughly, hands grabbed my hair, yanking me to my feet, and I shrieked. My scalp stung as my assailant tugged mercilessly at my hair, and the hot barrel of his handgun pressed into my temple.
 
   “I thought I smelled a girl,” he said. “You should’ve shot me in the head, you little bitch.” He smelled of tobacco and sweat.
 
   “Let her go!” a familiar voice demanded. Harper. The black-band spun, ripping me around with him and pinning my body against him with his arm. Harper’s eyes traced down the curve of the man’s arm, tight against my chest, and up to where his dirty hand gripped my throat. I winced as his exceptionally long fingernails dug into my skin.
 
   A deadly glint flashed in Harper’s narrowed green eyes. “I will kill you,” he growled as he approached us, his steps steady and his rifle aimed directly at the man’s head. “Let her go,” he repeated without a hint of fear or hesitation in his voice.
 
   “Fresh meat?” The man chuckled. “I don’t think so.”
 
   Suddenly, I was being dragged behind a building. The man’s hold on me loosened while we moved, enabling me to maneuver my arm so I could pull Jake’s knife out of my pocket. My captor stumbled, making the knife difficult for me to unlatch, but as he caught himself against the building with his gun hand, I finally succeeded. I stabbed him in the side of his thigh.
 
   The black-band howled in pain as I yanked the blade from his flesh. His grip loosened further, and I started to scramble away.
 
   Seizing the opportunity, Harper pulled the trigger. Three gunshots sounded before the black-band started to fall, grabbing my hair and pulling me down with him. I struggled out of his grasp, but his hand latched on to my forearm.
 
   I stabbed him again, this time in the neck. The muscles and tendons were dense, making it difficult to drive the blade in, and I felt a sickening crunch as the blade hit something more solid. Almost instantly, I jerked my hand away. I stared at the man’s body, wide-eyed and unable to move.
 
   Everything after that happened so quickly, it was all a blur. More shots were fired, and Harper’s arms were around me. I heard footsteps and shouting and more gunfire, and then there was silence. I looked around at a graveyard of dead bodies—almost a dozen of them littered the street and sidewalks. Blood splattered their faces and fatigues. Their vacant eyes seemed to bore into mine, accusing me. I couldn’t look away.
 
   Harper entwined his fingers with mine, tugging me with him as he headed back to the flower bed where I’d dropped my gun. Once I was rearmed, he checked me for wounds.
 
   “I’m fine,” I told him. “Promise.” He swore softly, and I remembered my brother’s agonized shout. “Shit! Where’s Jason? Is he okay?”
 
   Harper pointed his chin toward something behind me, and I spun around, seeking any sign of my brother.
 
   Jake was striding toward us. “Sanchez and Chris are getting Becca and the horses,” he explained. “And Jason needs medical attention.” He pointed to another large flower bed across the street.
 
   I followed the direction of his finger and found Carlos standing above my brother, reaching down to help him to his feet. Jason struggled to stand, favoring his right foot as he took a wobbling step over a dead soldier sprawled on the cement. Together, they limped toward us.
 
   As Jake drew nearer and focused on me, his eyes widened. I glanced down at my clothes. They were covered in blood, and my face felt sticky and wet. No wonder Harper was fussing over me. When I glanced up again, Jason was closer. He had a deep gash spanning from his hairline down to his jaw and blood smeared pretty much everywhere.
 
   “Jason! Are you okay?” I ran to him. “What happened?”
 
   He waved me away. “I’m fine.”
 
   “You’re not fine. You need stitches, and I’ve got to—”
 
   Jason put his hand out, gripping my arm as he hobbled closer to sit down on the ledge of a flower bed. “Is any of that blood yours?” he asked.
 
   I shook my head as horses clopped up the road. It was Sanchez and Chris. They stopped the five horses in front of us and jumped down, Sanchez walking with an evident limp. Behind them, I noticed Harper moving from dead black-band to dead black-band, collecting their weapons and searching their bodies for anything useful.
 
   “Are you alright?” I asked Sanchez, searching her leg for blood.
 
   “It’s just a twisted ankle, I’m fine. Don’t worry about me,” she said. When her gaze landed on Jason, I felt a swelling of concern radiate from her. Taking a hobbling step closer to him, she began to ask, “Are you al—”
 
   “I’m fine,” Jason said dismissively, and Sanchez hesitated. Her face was almost expressionless, but I could feel her torment.
 
   Shaking off Jason’s apathy, she said, “Carlos, help Chris get Jason up on his horse. We need to get the hell out of here. This goddamn place is cursed.” She glanced at Harper and Jake. “And Becca’s gone.” She shook her head and rested her hands on her hips. “There goes our leverage.”
 
   Harper joined us, carrying an armful of weapons. Weapons…Oh! My knife. I reached into my pocket, but my knife wasn’t there.
 
   Turning around, I looked at the man I’d stabbed. My knife was sticking out of his throat and covered in his blood. I hurried over to him, snatched it out of his neck without a second thought, and wiped it off on his sleeve. My eyes lingered on his black armband. I cut the band off both sleeves and stuffed them into my pocket along with my knife.
 
   “We should collect all the armbands,” I called. “They might come in handy.”
 
   Out of nowhere, my head started throbbing, and I grew dizzy in the thrall of the most intense storm of despair and fury I’d ever felt. My body tensed as the rushing swirl of frenzied emotions swept over me.
 
   “Agh!” I screamed and fell to my knees, panting. I recognized the source of the emotions. “Dani…”
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   DANI
 
   MARCH 16, 1AE
 
    
 
   In a room filled with someone else’s things, in a house given to me by one of the three people whose death would inspire me to dance a merry jig—Herodson, Clara, and Cece—I paced. I’d been walking from the window to the dresser and back for the past two hours, ever since I woke up in the bed…which led to the question of when and how I’d ended up in the bed in the first place. The last thing I remembered was screaming out my pain as all of the memories and heartache of the last four months burst to life in my mind. It doesn’t matter, I told myself. The only thing that matters is tearing apart the bastard who tried to control me.
 
   Each step solidified my hatred for General Herodson. Each step also brought to mind a new, more idiotic plan for destroying him, or at least allowed me to add some creative embellishments. As I approached the expansive oak dresser and envisioned acting out my most recent scheme in Operation: Kill General Dickhead—to march straight into his office with a butter knife hidden in my bra and shank him in the eye—I felt the urge to scream and punch something simultaneously. I’d been riding a nonstop wave of fury and adrenaline, and as a result, I couldn’t stop shaking.
 
   General Herodson’s revolting charity surrounded me…taunted me. I was in the Colony, comfortable and encased in luxury—not just because he allowed it, but because he wanted it. Sure, I might have been freed from his mental control, but I was still doing exactly what he wanted. I was still wearing the ridiculous yellow armbands he’d given me, like I’d been marked as his property. Goddamn bastard. Dead goddamn bastard.
 
   I kicked the dresser, hard. It knocked against the wall, shuddered, and stilled. Just as I pivoted to march back toward the window, the bedroom door opened. I spun to face the intruder.
 
   “Everything okay in here?” MG—or, rather, Gabe—asked. He’d poked his head through the gap in the doorway and was watching me, his eyes filled with some heavy emotion—worry, or possibly guilt. Did he bring me back here? Did he put me to bed?
 
   I remembered being under the General’s control. I remembered practically throwing myself at Gabe. I remembered him injecting me with the neon liquid, and I remembered screaming and screaming…and screaming. And then, nothing. That liquid must’ve been the “neutralizer” he’d been talking to Dr. Wesley about. So…the “neutralizer” must do just that: neutralize the General’s Ability. Gabe saved me from the General’s mind control. Finally, the doubt which had made me hesitant to trust Gabe, the doubt I’d felt ever since overhearing that conversation between him and the doctor, evaporated.
 
   When I didn’t say anything, instead opting to stand and do my best impersonation of a marble statue, Gabe entered the room the rest of the way.
 
   “What do you remember?” he asked as he drew closer, shaking his head. “Christ, Dani…do you have any idea what you did?”
 
   Huh? What I did? I shook my head slowly. “I didn’t…you’re the one who…what are you talking about?”
 
   Gabe raised his hands like he was reaching for me, then pulled them back and shoved them into his pants pockets. “After I gave you the neutralizer and Herodson’s hold wore off, you started to scream…do you remember that?”
 
   I nodded.
 
   He cleared his throat. “Well, when you screamed, you used your telepathy.” He rubbed his hand over his smoothed-back hair. “From what I can tell, everyone in the damn building heard it…felt it. There were even a few bloody noses, and one person supposedly fainted.” Taking a deep breath, he watched me, assessing. “Did you know you could do that…hurt people with your Ability?”
 
   Eyes wide, I shook my head.
 
   He rubbed the faint stubble on one side of his jaw. “I, uh, don’t think he can track it back to the source, so you should be safe enough, but if he finds out you can do that…” He was shaking his head slowly. “Shit. He’ll weaponize you in a heartbeat and use any means of motivation necessary.”
 
   Taking several dazed steps, I sank down onto the foot of the bed. “I didn’t know I could…I’ve never…holy crap.”
 
   It was Gabe’s turn to start pacing. “Use your Ability. Try to sense the minds around you.”
 
   “Right now? Why?”
 
   He shot me the briefest possible glance. “Because—just do it. It’s important.”
 
   Frowning, I did as he directed, focusing on the part of my brain that enabled me to speak in other minds. And there was nothing. “I…I can’t.”
 
   Gabe was nodding. “Burnout. Interesting,” he muttered.
 
   I stood and placed myself in front of him on his way back to the window. “Burnout? What do you mean, burnout? Did I…oh God, did I destroy my Ability completely?” I reached for him and squeezed his arm. “What does that mean?” I was panicking. God, I was sick of panicking.
 
   Gabe placed his hands on my elbows and bent down to meet my eyes. “I’ve seen burnout a few times, and it’s never been permanent. But”—he hesitated—“each consecutive time the same person burned out their Ability, it took longer to return. You need to be more careful.”
 
   My voice was small when I said, “I didn’t mean to do it.” I looked away. There’d just been so much pain…too much to contain. And it was still there.
 
   Gabe raised his hands to my face, gently turning it back to him. “What made you…was it the neutralizer?” There was no mistaking the guilt in his eyes.
 
   “I suppose.” I stepped away from him, from his touch, and crossed to the window. Looking down at the neighborhood street from the second story of “my” house, I could almost imagine the world was normal…almost. “When he did what he did, he made me forget just about everything that’s happened to me since this whole nightmare began. And then you injected me with that…that stuff, and I remembered. Everything. It’s like it all just happened again—everyone dying, my trip here, Jason—everything.” I paused, taking a deep breath. “I killed people, Gabe.”
 
   “It can be like that when his hold is broken, especially if he included a command to forget,” Gabe said, rambling. “It’s a lot to handle, I know, but—”
 
   “You know? Really?” I retorted, spinning to face him. “You’ve been here—hiding from what’s really going on. So what could you possibly know?” I was fully aware that Gabe had done nothing but help me, but I had to lash out at something. I felt like a mindless, wounded animal. “Do you know about the man I killed with a shovel? Or the one I shot in the head? How about the cult freaks—the Prophets of the New World—do you know about them? Do you know about anything going on out there? How’d you even end up in here?”
 
   Gabe shook his head. “Dani—”
 
   I held up my hand, cutting him off. “The woman in charge of the cult, Mandy, she was like General Herodson with that mind control crap. She controlled hundreds of people—forced them to kill—raped them and made them think they liked it.” I thought back on everything Carlos had told me over our weeks of horseback travel, recalled all the twisted things that bitch had made her flock do.
 
   My gaze was steady, locked on Gabe’s pale blue eyes. “Mandy’s dead, and I’m glad I was there when Jason put the bullet through her skull.” And I’ll do everything possible to make General Herodson just as dead.
 
   Recognition filled Gabe’s clear eyes. “Dani, with the General…you can’t—”
 
   “He’s dead,” I hissed, stalking toward Gabe. “He just doesn’t know it yet.”
 
   Gabe scoffed. “And what are you going to do, just walk up to him and shoot him? Or maybe you’re planning to stab him instead, hmmm? Make it a little more personal?”
 
   Actually, yeah, that’s the current plan. I said nothing.
 
   “Listen to me!” he shouted. His hands were on my upper arms, his grip demanding. “Going after him like that…trying to assassinate him…that won’t work. I agree—he needs to die—but he’s too powerful for whatever you’re planning to work. You can’t do this alone, and you can’t do it now. We need time…people…resources.”
 
   Unwilling to let his words permeate my thick skull, I shook my head.
 
   “Damn it, Dani!” Gabe yelled, shaking me. “You don’t believe me? Then I’ll show you. If you still want to go all kamikaze after you see everything, I won’t stop you.”
 
   I glared daggers—no, broadswords—at him until he let me go.
 
   “Take a few minutes to get yourself together, then come down,” he said as he stopped in the doorway. “There are only a few hours until curfew, and there’s a lot to see.”
 
   Not quite slamming the door, Gabe left me alone with my unsettling thoughts. I would see what he had to show me, use it if I could—and then I would kill the General.
 
    
 
   ~~~~~
 
    
 
   “There are people here now,” I noted as Gabe and I walked through his lab to his office. Unlike this morning, the place was a veritable scientific anthill, teeming with efficient men and women in white lab coats with yellow bands around their upper arms. What’s the deal with the armbands?
 
   Gabe shot me a brief glance. “Yeah, well, I couldn’t close the department down for very long.”
 
   “Why did you close it down? Because you’ve been with me? Can’t they function without you?” I asked.
 
   Gabe herded me quickly through the lab and into his office. When the door clicked shut, he explained, “They can, but sometimes they get a little too enthusiastic about their work and harm their test subjects. I try to be here as much as possible to keep them under control.”
 
   I lowered my eyebrows. “Harm people? Why would they want to—”
 
   Gabe raised his eyebrows.
 
   The General, I realized. He probably commanded them all to get results using whatever means necessary. “Oh…got it.”
 
   Gabe picked up a manila envelope that had been resting on his keyboard. He opened it and slid some colored plastic cards into his hand. They looked like hotel keycards attached to navy blue, nylon lanyards. Handing me a bright red card, he explained, “These are from Wes—Dr. Wesley. Red means you’re still recovering—not healthy enough to work.” He cut off my impending protest with a raised hand. “Think of it like a doctor’s sick note. Keep it with you at all times. It’ll keep people like them”—he nodded toward the door—“or that guard at headquarters, or anyone else wearing a yellow armband from getting ahold of you and doing something you’re not okay with—like, um…hurting you.” A flash of concern lit his eyes.
 
   I glanced down at one of my own yellow armbands. “What do they mean—the armbands?”
 
   “Different things based on the color. Yellow means mind-controlled. Black indicates someone who’s following Herodson willingly.” He held out his own arm, drawing my attention to the white armbands he was wearing. I hadn’t noticed them during my first day here; they hadn’t stood out against his white shirt. “White means the wearer has a leadership role—in charge of a department or is one of his advisors.”
 
   I watched him slip the other lanyard over his head. The attached card was plain white, like his armbands. “And a white card is like a free pass. It means I have an excuse not to work and can pretty much go anywhere on base—at least, anywhere that’s not restricted.”
 
   “Not work? But what about them?” I asked, mimicking his earlier nod toward the door.
 
   “Wes agreed to check in on them every half hour.”
 
   “She’s going to walk all the way over here from the hospital every half hour just to check on your people?” I asked incredulously.
 
   Shaking his head, Gabe said, “Her main office is downstairs. She only works in the hospital when her duties require it. Technically, she’s more of a research doctor than a medical doctor.”
 
   “Oh.” My thoughts drifted to the doctor in question as I settled the red card’s cord around my neck. “Dr. Wesley’s being very accommodating. How’d she end up with so much power here, anyway? He must really trust her.”
 
   Gabe shot me a sharp look. “It’s a long story. What you need to know is that it’s her blood that makes the neutralizer work. Her Ability blocks those of others. Probably a lot like your friend’s.”
 
   My friend’s…Jason’s. Thinking of him made my heart hurt. Oh, crap—I kissed Gabe. It had been a melt-your-panties-off kiss…except I hadn’t been wearing any. Oh my God…kill me now. If I told Jason about the kiss, he might kill Gabe, or at least maul him. Because, though my mind-controlled self had been the one to kiss Gabe, he’d kissed me back…and he’d been in full control of his mind.
 
   Jason can never know.
 
   “Anyway,” Gabe continued, “while we’re out in public, you need to pretend you’re still under Herodson’s control. Be very careful of what you say. You never know who might be listening…or how.”
 
   Frowning, I said, “I’ll just talk in your head. Or, at least, I will once I stop being so burned out.”
 
   Gabe shook his aforementioned head. “Won’t work—I use the neutralizer, too.”
 
   Damn. I hadn’t thought about that. A light bulb was slowly turning on in my mind. “Gabe, does the neutralizer do anything else?”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “Besides nulling—neutralizing—other people’s Abilities, does it, say, give us a little power boost, too?”
 
   Gabe froze in the process of zipping up his brown and tan ski coat. “Is your telepathy back online?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Then how the hell could you have possibly known that?”
 
   Smiling mysteriously, I told him, “A girl can have a few secrets, can’t she?”
 
   He studied me suspiciously, but after a few heartbeats, nodded. “Just make sure they’re the right secrets,” he said, walking to the door. He opened it, motioned for me to follow him out, and secured the lock. “Time for the tour.”
 
    
 
   ~~~~~
 
    
 
   Two hours later, we were leaving a large cafeteria. It was part of the same university complex as Gabe’s lab, which had once been an Air Force Academy. The room had been filled with several hundred Colonists, some in lab coats, some in sweats, and some in scrubs. Other than the people in scrubs, everyone was wearing either yellow or black armbands, and only those with black armbands were acting…normal. Everyone else seemed to speak only when necessary, and even then only in hushed tones. It wasn’t that they were whispering schemes to overthrow the General or anything nefarious, unfortunately. They were just…quiet, subdued. Gabe and I had said nothing the entire time we’d been sitting across from one another at a small, square table, drinking a cup of coffee and sharing a turkey and cheddar sandwich and a blueberry scone.
 
   He’d shown me enough of the base—including the perimeter, with its ever-moving patrols, the school, and the location of the warehouses storing food and weapons—that I realized how foolish my assassination plans had been. Seeing classrooms half-filled with perfectly cooperative and focused children of all ages had been the creepiest stop along the tour. It was unnatural. The kids were clearly under the General’s mental influence. I feared that manipulating brains that were still developing would harm them permanently. That man is all kinds of evil.
 
   I was uncomfortably aware of two very important things: everyone in the Colony had an Ability and was actively training to strengthen it, and nearly every single person was an emphatic follower of the General, either because of his mental manipulation or by choice. True free will was absent. Herodson’s will was law.
 
   I was resolved to contact Jason and Zoe once my telepathy returned, no matter how long it took me to actually find them. It wasn’t just that I missed them like crazy—I did—but I needed to make sure they were okay. I needed them to be okay. And if they were, it was likely that they were planning some sort of prison break. I couldn’t imagine Jason not planning such a thing, reckless as it might be. It was imperative that I pass on what I’d learned about the Colony.
 
   “There’s one thing that doesn’t quite make sense,” I said to Gabe as we walked from the cafeteria to a neighboring building. Wanting to make sure I passed as much relevant info on to my friends as possible, I intended to scour Gabe’s mind for pretty much anything he could tell me.
 
   “Which is?”
 
   I moved closer to him, keeping my voice hushed. “Back in the cafeteria, most of those people were acting sort of zombie-ish—like they have no thoughts beyond what the General tasked them with. But everyone in your lab was busy and active, talking with their colleagues.”
 
   Gabe nodded but said nothing.
 
   “Then there was that guard with the yellow armband who was getting all handsy at the entrance to the General’s building,” I explained. “He seemed to be operating outside the ‘guard my building’ parameters. It all just seems really inconsistent.”
 
   After several drawn-out breaths, Gabe said, “That guard was probably given multiple commands, one of them being to actively attempt to procreate.”
 
   The breeding program…Project Eden. I scrunched my face in disgust.
 
   Ignoring my reaction, Gabe continued, “That’s been a pretty standard order given to the men. The women are told the same…and that they should be open and willing to any man’s advances.”
 
   I made a choking sound. “That’s…that’s…ugh!”
 
   Gabe nodded.
 
   “But…he didn’t give me that command,” I told him.
 
   For once, it was Gabe who frowned. “I can only assume that’s because he didn’t want the pursuit of reproduction to interfere with your communication tasks.” He was quiet for a moment. “That, and he likely wants to choose your future, uh, partner…someone with whom you could produce children who have your Ability.”
 
   “Hmmm,” I murmured, processing his disturbing words. I was still processing as he led me into a squat, boxy gray building. The sign protruding from the overgrown grass proclaimed, Humanities Building.
 
   Holding open a heavy glass door, Gabe said, “This is where you’re intended to work once you’re given a clean bill of health.”
 
   “And how will that work, exactly?” I asked, hoping I would be long gone before that could happen. I wasn’t planning to stick around for much longer; I just had to figure out how to not stick around.
 
   I followed Gabe down a bland hallway and through a second set of glass doors that led to some sort of reception office. I leaned in closer to him, acutely aware of the woman organizing papers at the front desk, and whispered harshly, “I’m supposed to just do his bidding, fully aware of my actions? What does he even need telepaths for, anyway?”
 
   Gabe offered me a tight-lipped grin and murmured, “He uses them to spread the word…to draw people in. You remember what I said about the Colony being the new center of civilization?”
 
   “He wants me to bring people here so he can control them?” Horrified, I stared into Gabe’s cunning eyes as he towered over me. “I will never do that,” I vowed.
 
   Gabe shrugged. “You may not have a choice. When it’s your life, or the life of someone you care about, versus a relative stranger…what’ll you choose?” With one final, significant eyebrow-raise, Gabe left my side and approached the woman at the desk. She was pretty enough, in a perky, blonde, former-cheerleader way, and the smile she offered Gabe contained more than a hint of “come hither.”
 
   “Emily, so lovely to see you again,” Gabe said.
 
   Emily giggled, sounding about ten years younger than she appeared. “Hi, Gabe.”
 
   It took an effort not to roll my eyes.
 
   “I’ve brought someone in to meet you. She’s your newest telepath.” Gabe reached back, and closing his long fingers around my arm just above my elbow, he pulled me forward. “This is Dani. Dani, this is Emily—she’ll be coordinating your schedule and assignments once you begin work.”
 
   When I said nothing, his grip tightened.
 
   “So nice to meet you,” I chirped.
 
   Emily glanced at Gabe’s hand, which was still on my arm, and her eyes narrowed almost imperceptibly before returning to my face. Jealousy, it seemed, was still ready and available through the lens of the General’s commands.
 
   “Welcome to the Colony,” she said.
 
   “Dani’s the one General Herodson’s been waiting for—the sender and receiver,” Gabe explained.
 
   Emily’s face lit up with recognition. “Oh! How exciting!” she gushed, her enthusiasm genuine. She’d instantly transformed into my biggest fan. Apparently, like me, her commands included a directive about enthusiasm for her tasks. “We’ve got big plans for you!”
 
   “Great,” I said, trying as hard as possible to keep my smile from melting. “Can’t wait.”
 
   “We have your office all ready and a huge list of communications to start you off,” Emily explained excitedly. “We’re going to draw in so many more new Colonists using you!”
 
   Using me. “Awesome,” I said with so much fake perkiness that I wanted to vomit. I was becoming used to my stomach being in a general state of nauseated discomfort. I needed to get the hell out of the Colony before I started luring in hapless survivors. I didn’t care what Gabe said. I couldn’t do it. I wouldn’t.
 
   As we left the building and returned to my house, I pondered the massive amounts of information I’d learned since leaving that afternoon. One fact kept bouncing around in my mind: the General had known about me and my Ability before I’d arrived. He’d been expecting me. He’d been waiting. The more I thought about the implications, the more pissed off I became.
 
   Gabe.
 
   A second after Gabe shut and locked my front door, I rounded on him. “When I was still brainwashed, you said MG was a guy I’d trusted and that he’d betrayed me.”
 
   “Dani—”
 
   “What did you…I can’t believe I’ve been so stupid!” I yelled as I stepped closer and slapped him as hard as I could.
 
   “Dani, I can explain—”
 
   I slapped him again and felt wicked satisfaction when he brought his hand up to his reddening cheek. “‘You were attacked. Our patrol rescued you and brought you back for medical attention,’” I said, throwing his words back at him. “How could you? I asked for your help to find Zoe. You knew where we were. I—I trusted you!” I raised my hand to hit him again, but Gabe caught my wrist before I could land the blow. “It wasn’t Crazies who attacked me, it was Colonists—because of you. I got knocked out and abducted because of you,” I hissed, yanking my wrist out of his grasp and spinning to stomp down the hall toward the family room. I had to get away from him.
 
   “I’m sorry, Dani. It just—”
 
   I stopped mid-step and spun to face him. “Oh, shut up! You’re such a bastard! You…you…” Unable to find a word that adequately described how I felt about him at that moment, I growled in frustration. “Just tell me why. Why’d you do it? Why’d you set me up? Why’d you pretend to help me…to care?” He’d been my only human companion, even if it was only in my dreams, when I’d taken the sabbatical from my other companions several months back. He’d been the one to comfort me when I discovered that Grams was dead. I’d cared about him. I still did. The crushing betrayal weakened my voice to a sad whine as I asked, “Why did you let me kiss you?”
 
   Gabe sighed, and having followed me into the family room, he lowered himself onto the couch. With his elbows on his knees, he clasped his hands together. “Herodson has people he calls Truth Guards—they’re like human lie detectors. Their Ability allows them to hear truth and lies in what people say. He keeps them around at all times, just in case someone manages to break through his control.” After a moment, he added, “And the neutralizer doesn’t block that particular Ability; it doesn’t block any that aren’t directed at a person specifically.”
 
   So the neutralizer has limitations, and the General has people like Ben. Good to know. Stopping in front of Gabe, I crossed my arms and raised my eyebrows, silently telling him to continue.
 
   “Every time I visit the dreams, I have to report back, and he or one of his seconds—they’re called his Controllers—always asks me a series of questions in the presence of one of the Truth Guards. Did I find any people with Abilities I thought could be useful to Herodson? Who are they, and what are their Abilities? Where are they? And so on.” Gabe paused, pleading with his eyes. “If I’d lied, he would have known I had a way to break his hold. He would have—”
 
   It was an effort to unclench my jaw, but I managed it. “What? Killed you?” I wasn’t some idealistic fool to believe that a man I’d never met in person would forfeit his own life to prevent me from being captured and mentally enslaved, but still, his betrayal hurt.
 
   Staring at my boots, Gabe shook his head.
 
   “Then what? What would he have done to you?”
 
   “Not to me.” He sighed. “There’s a woman. I’ve known her most of my life. She’s like a little sister to me, and…well, it’s my fault he has her.” His voice gained strength. “If I lie, or even if I simply fail to bring in people with the Abilities he’s searching for, he’ll hurt her. Badly. He won’t kill her—she’s too valuable to him—but he’ll make her wish she was dead. He calls it ‘extrinsic motivation.’”
 
   Holy crap. “I understand,” I said, my voice rough. I liked to pretend I was noble, to tell myself I wouldn’t draw someone into the fire, but threatened with the safety of the people I loved, I wouldn’t even hesitate.
 
   “I’m really sorry,” Gabe said softly, finally glancing up at me. “I didn’t want to. Dani, I—”
 
   “It’s done. Apologizing doesn’t fix anything.”
 
   “I know,” he agreed, sounding defeated. “But I did leave something behind…something for your friends to find.”
 
   My eyebrows rose of their own accord. “You did? What?”
 
   “One of the yellow armbands. I know you said some of the people you were with were in the military; they would’ve recognized them. I just wanted to leave them a sign. I didn’t want them to give up, to stop looking for you.” He shook his head in defeat. “I wish you’d never asked me to help you find your friends. I wish you hadn’t trusted me.”
 
   I studied him for a long moment, took a deep breath, then sat on the sofa beside him. “We need to get out of here,” I said. “You, me, the woman, and Dr. Wesley. We need to escape.”
 
   “But—”
 
   “No buts,” I interrupted. “You know what he wants me to do—to bring in who knows how many more survivors. Like what you’re doing times a thousand, or however many people are left alive. They’ll just become his mind slaves too, and then he’ll be that much more powerful.” Enunciating each word very clearly, I repeated, “We need to get out of here.”
 
   Gabe’s eyes left mine, and he studied his hands. He seemed to be mentally warring with himself. Finally, he said, “Okay. I’ll do whatever I can.”
 
   Exhaling, I reached for his forearm and gave it a squeeze. “Thank you. I don’t think I can do it without you.”
 
   Standing, Gabe started making a circuit around the room. “We won’t have long before you have to report to duty—a week at most. I can get Wes to extend your sick leave, but any longer than that and they’ll become suspicious. Really suspicious. Herodson’s been looking forward to obtaining you for a long time, and he wants to start using you as soon as possible.”
 
   God, that’s disturbing. “Okay.”
 
   “Is your telepathy functioning yet? Can you get a message to your people? Tell them not to do anything stupid?” he asked.
 
   I checked quickly and was incredibly relieved to find the telepathic portion of my brain alive and kicking. Nodding, I said, “I was planning to do that anyway, assuming the power boost from the neutralizer is strong enough for me to reach them and maintain contact. One question…”
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   “Define ‘stupid.’”
 
   Gabe threw his hands in the air as he continued his laps around the room. “Pretty much anything. They need to just sit tight. We’ll need to coordinate with them…use them to set up a distraction or something, but we’ll need time to study the perimeter guards. I haven’t exactly had a need to pay much attention to their routes and Abilities in the past.”
 
   “Got it.” I followed him around the room with my eyes. “I’m still mad at you, you know.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   Pursing my lips, I watched him stride into the kitchen and take a saucepan and skillet out of the cupboards beneath the stove. Apparently he was going to make dinner for me. Where the heck does he live? I was surprised I hadn’t wondered about it earlier, since the only place I’d seen him sleep was on the couch I was currently sitting on. But I didn’t ask; I had a far more pressing issue. I needed to make sure my friends were okay.
 
   Closing my eyes, I opened myself to the millions of minds throbbing around me, and after spending a moment basking in the glory of the collective, I focused only on the human minds. I knew the general direction of my friends’ camp, and that knowledge, along with its distance from my current location, should have been enough to guide my awareness to my friends’ minds.
 
   It wasn’t. Or rather, they weren’t where they were supposed to be.
 
   Oh God…did something happen? Crazies, or…or the General? But Dr. Wesley assured me they were fine…that if they’d been hurt, it would’ve been noted in my file. I suddenly felt like there was a five-hundred-pound weight on my chest, suffocating me. Had she been lying? Did his people attack them when they took me? Are they hurt…or dead? No, no, no, no, no…
 
   They’re not dead! They can’t be! I need them to not be dead!
 
   There were other human minds in the area a few miles away, and I zeroed in on them. Relief flooded my body. It wasn’t all of them, but I sensed Chris, Carlos, Zoe, and three others I was vaguely familiar with. Where’s Jason? And Ky and Ben? Mr. G? The rest of Zoe’s people? I fought the urge to curl into a ball under the sudden resurgence of anxiety. Where are you, Jason?
 
   I took a deep, if shaky, breath and focused on Zoe. Each individual’s mind had a certain feeling, almost like a signature or a fingerprint. As far as I could tell, I only had to touch a mind once in order to recognize it later. Zoe’s felt hard and focused, similar to Jason’s, but with fewer of the thorny briars that guarded his.
 
   “Zo? Can you hear me?”
 
   “Holy shit, D! Am I imagining this?” Zoe asked, sounding completely flabbergasted.
 
   “Uh…no?” I felt giddy with relief at hearing her mind-voice.
 
   “Damn it, D! I felt your pain. I thought you were dead. What was that? Are you okay?”
 
   “I’m okay, I just—”
 
   “We know you’re in the Colony. We were coming to get you…but we ran into a few, um, issues. But we’ll find another way.”
 
   I cringed and shook my head. “No! Bad idea. Really, really bad idea. It’s too dangerous for you guys to try to get me out right now.”
 
   “What? Why? What the hell are we supposed to do? We’re freaking out over here.” She was starting to sound kind of pissed. It wasn’t like I’d wanted to get abducted.
 
   “It’s just that going in blind would be a really great way to get yourselves killed. Everyone here has an Ability, and they’ve all been honing them, so they’re all super strong compared to us. And almost everyone’s being mind-controlled. I was being mind-controlled at first, but I’m not anymore. Gabe said—”
 
   “Wait a second…who the hell is Gabe?” Zoe asked, cutting off my rambling explanation.
 
   “Gabe is MG—that’s his real name,” I began to explain. “And without him I’d still be one of Herodson’s mind slaves…Herodson’s the General who’s doing the mind manipulation.”
 
   “This is really bad. You do realize that this MG-Gabe guy is the reason you’re there, right?”
 
   I snorted. “Yeah. We just had it out over that. It’s sort of complicated, and he didn’t really have a choice. But he’s going to do whatever he can to help me escape.”
 
   “But you’re okay, right?” Zoe asked, sounding worried. God, I wanted to hug her.
 
   “Yeah, I’m okay, more or less,” I said.
 
   “That’s…good.” I could tell Zoe had more questions, but thankfully, she let them go. “So, what are we supposed to do in the meantime?”
 
   “I just need some more time to gather intel and stuff. Otherwise, anything we do is suicide, which sort of defeats the purpose. You guys need to think about how you can use your Abilities to attack and defend, and maybe create a distraction. Without using Abilities, there’s no chance—not against these people.”
 
   “Okay, but Jason’s not going to like this…just leaving you there,” she said, stating the obvious.
 
   “So he’s okay?” I exhaled with relief. “I thought…when I couldn’t find him, or some of the others…I thought you’d been attacked or something.” When she said nothing, I added, “He is okay, right?”
 
   I had the impression that she was sighing. “He’s nulling constantly, so I’m not exactly sure how he’s doing, but I think he’s better than he was.”
 
   If he was surrounding himself with a nulling fog, it explained why I couldn’t get through to him. It also meant he’d probably lost control of his emotions, since they tended to impact his Ability. “Was he really that upset?” I asked.
 
   “Uh…yeah. He ran off to go after you, but came back before he got himself killed. He’s calmed down some and is behaving a little more rationally now.”
 
   “Wow…that’s just, wow. Can you, you know, let him know I’m trying to get through right now?” I asked, feeling desperate in my need to talk to him.
 
   “It might be a while. He’s a little…out of it.” At her words, my heart seemed to pause for a few eternal seconds.
 
   “What? Why?” I asked, clenching my fists. Something was wrong, I knew it. I could practically feel it in my bones.
 
   “The bullet just grazed him—it’s not that big of a deal,” she explained. “Harper already stitched the wound up…and the cut on his face.”
 
   I had to take four deep, calming breaths before I could ask, “He got shot? How?”
 
   “We were in Cañon City, and some bad shit went down…he’ll tell you about it,” Zoe said, sounding way less freaked out than I felt. “But right now’s probably not the best time. He’s opted to dull the pain with whiskey instead of painkillers. But I promise, D, he’s okay.”
 
   I forced myself to stay calm, to not demand that she make him let down his stupid nulling shield right that instant. “Okay…I’ll try him in the morning. Can you at least tell him I’m okay and that I…I don’t know…that I miss him.”
 
   “Yes, of course I will. And I’ll make sure he’s sobered up to talk to you in the morning. I’m sure he’ll do it if he knows you’re trying to get through to him.”
 
   I smiled. “Thanks, Zo…God, I miss you. I’m assuming you guys are moving camp…since you’re somewhere else right now.”
 
   “Yeah,” she said. “Some of the others went ahead and are already setting it up…far away.”
 
   “Okay, good. Don’t tell me where. If the General asks me, I need to be able to honestly say I don’t know…he’s got people like Ben.”
 
   “Of course he does,” she said acerbically and then paused. “I’m really worried about you, D.”
 
   “Honestly, I’m a little worried about me, too, but that doesn’t mean I’ll let you guys risk your lives to get me out of here. Once we know more, we’ll come up with a good, safe plan,” I said, feeling the first twinges of exhaustion. “I hate to do this, but I gotta go. This is starting to wear me out. Love you, Zo.”
 
   “Love you too. Be safe.” She paused, and then added, “And kick MG in the balls for me.”
 
   “I’ll do my best,” I agreed before letting the connection go with an audible gasp of relief. Even with the power boost from Dr. Wesley’s neutralizer, I was pooped.
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   I was still covered in blood. It was just after nightfall, hours after our altercation with the contingent of Colony soldiers in Cañon City. We were finally miles away and clomping along toward shelter and safety…somewhere.
 
   The day felt like it was never going to end. The wind was picking up, and the sun had already sunk behind the Rockies, creating a violet- and pink-hued watercolor that had faded all too quickly. I hoped we would find a sufficient camping spot soon. I was worried I might fall asleep atop Wings, and falling more than five feet to the ground wasn’t how I wanted to end my day.
 
   Harper had cleaned and stitched up Jason’s wounds and given him a bottle of whiskey to help ease his pain somewhere near the suburbs of Cañon City. My brother’s bullet wound was superficial, but there was no denying that the gash across his face would leave a nasty scar. More than anything, he needed rest; we all did. I just hoped the next shit pile didn’t land on us before we found a safe place to stay.
 
   After my mind-convo with Dani, we agreed we needed to keep moving—the further into the mountains and away from our old camp, the better. We rode in silence as our horses trudged across fields of tall grasses and between sparse, squat fir trees.
 
   Jake watched me closely. I knew he wanted to talk about before, about what had happened in the abandoned shop, but I’d been trying to avoid that as much as possible. Instead, I focused on Chris as she fussed over Jason as we rode along. She checked his wounds and tried, unsuccessfully, to influence his emotional grid. He wasn’t happy about Dani’s advice to hold back, nor was he happy that he’d missed his opportunity to talk to her.
 
   “Whoa,” Harper said, bringing his chestnut, Delilah, to a stop.
 
   “What the hell?” Sanchez said from her seat directly behind me on Wings. I pulled the horse to a stop beside Delilah.
 
   Cooper and Jack continued trotting along, their fluffy tails wagging back and forth through the tall grass, but everyone else halted alongside us.
 
   I followed Harper’s line of sight and found the moonlit outlines of what looked like several buildings.
 
   “Looks like a town,” he said. “Jake, let’s check it out. The rest of you…” He looked back at us, taking in our disheveled states: Jason drunk, Chris struggling to keep him upright, Sanchez massaging her twisted ankle, and me still a little shaky and covered in dried blood. “Um, the rest of you just stay put.”
 
   “I can come with you guys,” Carlos said, and he nudged Arrow forward.
 
   Harper nodded. “Let’s do it.” The three men coaxed their horses into a trot and made their way through the scattered trees. Before they reached the buildings, they dismounted, tied their horse’s reins to a couple of scraggly branches, and readied their weapons—a pistol for Jake, an assault rifle for Harper, and Chris’s shotgun for Carlos.
 
   The three of them crept up to the side of the nearest building, a structure that appeared to be covered in wood shingles, before disappearing around a corner. I looked back at Chris, who just returned my stare, the embodiment of calm, but I could feel her anticipation. This could be really bad, or really good, I thought.
 
   After a half hour, the horses were getting antsy, and I couldn’t sit still in my saddle—especially not with Sanchez anxiously breathing down my neck, literally. What’s taking so long?
 
   “Should one of us go after them?” I asked. 
 
   “That would be stupid,” Jason slurred as he emptied the last of the whiskey into his mouth.
 
   I rolled my eyes. “How are you even staying on your horse?”
 
   Whatever Jason’s smart-ass retort was, I didn’t hear it. I felt a sudden sense of apprehension, and my muscles tensed—but it wasn’t my own fear that made me uneasy. Someone else—someone new—was frightened.
 
   Scanning the darkness around me, I sought out the source of the fear. The moon was low and bright, providing a decent amount of light to see. Is someone hiding in the shadows?
 
   “What is it?” Sanchez whispered, her head darting around anxiously. “Do you feel something?”
 
   “Shhh,” I said, trying to push everyone’s growing concern away. “Someone’s here.” I struggled to dismount, Sanchez still straddling Wings behind me.
 
   “Zoe—” But Jason’s objection was lost in the flash of a memory belonging to a boy who felt uncertain and curious.
 
    
 
   I saw the boy’s mom being brutally raped and then murdered by Crazies in the alleyway behind their apartment. I watched his baby sister being hauled away for only God knew what fate. All the while, the boy writhed in pain, broken and bloody on the wet pavement, watching his family die horrible deaths while he could do nothing.
 
   The memory faded in and out, and then a man was there, a gun shoved in his back pocket and a bow and quiver strapped to his back. He killed the Crazies somehow, but the boy could barely see, his vision waning along with his consciousness.
 
   “It’s alright, boy,” the man said in a Australian accent. “What’s your name?”
 
   “Sam,” the boy barely breathed.
 
   “Sam, I’m Tavis. You’ll be alright. I’ve got you now.” He gathered the boy’s limp body into his arms.
 
   Unwilling to see another of the boy’s memories, I closed my mind to his, wherever he was. “Sam?” I ignored the others’ protests as I stepped away from Wings, focusing on the shadows around me. For some reason, I wasn’t scared. I knew he was only a boy and posed no danger to us. “Hello?” I called out again. “Sam?”
 
   Sanchez and Chris dismounted and readied their guns.
 
   It was eerily silent for a moment before Wings’s head shot up and I heard muffled footsteps in the grass a couple yards away.
 
   “Who are you?” a small, distrusting voice asked. “And how do you know my name?” Sam appeared from the shadows, a drawn arrow aimed at my chest.
 
   I raised my hands, palms out, in a placating gesture. “We won’t hurt you.” I bit the inside of my cheek for a moment, unsure how willing he was to listen. “My name is Zoe. These are my friends. That’s my brother Jason,” I said, pointing. “That’s Chris, and this is Sanchez.”
 
   The boy stared at me for another moment. “Why are you covered in blood?” he asked, keeping his bow trained on me.
 
   I examined my clothes, which appeared muddy in the moonlight. How can he tell it’s blood? “There was an incident in town,” I started. “We need a place to stay, to get cleaned up and rest for the night.”
 
   The man from Sam’s memory, Tavis, stepped out from the shadows behind Sam, two rabbits hanging from a tether held between his fingers.
 
   “Stop right there,” Sanchez warned.
 
   Like mine had, Tavis’s hands rose in appeasement as he studied us. “Just a couple of dead rabbits,” he said in an Australian accent. After a few seconds, he lowered his hands and refocused his attention on me. “So, you got into a bit of trouble?”
 
   “Soldiers from the Colony. They tried to kill us.” I stood silently, waiting for his reaction.
 
   “Did you kill any of them?” Sam asked, his voice flat.
 
   I nodded, my mind eased by their growing sense of relief.
 
   “How do you know my name?” Sam asked again, finally lowering his bow.
 
   I eyed the boy, considering how much to tell him. “I saw one of your memories,” I admitted.
 
   “Zoe,” Sanchez hissed. “What the hell are you doing?”
 
   I peered over my shoulder at her. “It’s okay…they’re okay.”
 
   Sanchez scowled and took a deep breath. “I hope you know what you’re doing.”
 
   Turning back to our new acquaintances, I sincerely hoped I did too.
 
   “Where are your mates?” Tavis asked, pointing to the three horses tied up at the edge of the clearing.
 
   “They’re checking things out,” I said. “Seeing if it’s safe to stay here.”
 
   Sam looked back at Tavis, who gave him a nod, and the boy started to walk past us. “Come on then,” he said.
 
   I couldn’t help but smile at the grown-up, matter-of-fact way Sam had about him.
 
   Tavis stopped in front of me, outstretching his hand. “Tavis,” he offered, and I shook it. “It’s nice to meet people who aren’t completely crazy.” His eyes were heavy with exhaustion and gratitude, and I wondered how long it had been since he’d seen any sane, non-Colony survivors. “You heard the kid,” he said with a smile to Chris and Sanchez. “Come on.”
 
   I glanced at Sanchez, who took a deep, steadying breath. “Shall we?” She motioned for the rest of us to follow them and headed over to gather our other three horses, while I collected Wings’s reins.
 
   “Are we sure about this?” Jason asked. I was surprised by the lack of criticism in his voice.
 
   I met his eyes and then Chris’s before nodding. “They’re safe, unless Chris feels something I don’t,” I said quietly.
 
   Chris shook her head, confirming my assessment, and led her horse to follow our hosts as they approached a stable. “Sanchez,” she said as we drew closer. “Give the guys a heads-up so they don’t accidently shoot us or the boy, would you?”
 
   “So…what is this place?” I called to Tavis.
 
   He chuckled. “A ghost town. Welcome home.”
 
    
 
   ~~~~~
 
    
 
   Unloading the last of our things, Sanchez, Harper, Carlos, Chris, and I dispersed inside an old boarding house—Sackett House, the faded, splintered sign above the door read. There were two parlor rooms we could hunker down in on the ground floor and three bedrooms upstairs. Tavis offered one of the bedrooms to Jason and Chris so he could rest comfortably and she could keep an eye on him, one to Sanchez, and the third to me.
 
   “We like to sleep by the fire,” Tavis had explained, but the look in his eyes and the feelings of sympathy and protectiveness that filled him at the thought told me there was more to the story. We didn’t argue.
 
   After bringing in wood from a stack Tavis showed me behind the house, I started a fire in the fireplace in the larger parlor and set a pot filled with chili over the flames. I figured feeding our hosts was the least we could do, since we’d encroached on their current home. Cleaning the blood off of my face was the next logical thing to do, but I lingered by the fire, unsure if I was ready to risk running into Jake outside in my search for water.
 
   “Are you okay, Baby Girl?” Harper asked as he dropped his duffel bag in the corner of the room between a rickety rocking chair and a small reading table with a dusty oil lamp sitting on it.
 
   I nodded and smiled. “Sure. I was just checking out our new digs,” I lied. Lending credence to my words, I walked slowly around the room, taking my time and studying the old federal-style furniture decorating the rectangular space. The fireplace was situated in the center of the wall furthest from the door, a bookcase on either side of it. The outer side of each bookcase was flanked by a narrow, single-pane window. Even in the candle and firelight, I could tell they were trimmed with cobwebs and adorned with yellow-stained, moth-eaten lace curtains. An antique, faded pink sofa and two matching chairs hugged a petite, water-stained table. A player piano was set against a wall to the right all by itself, and beneath it was an octagonal area rug that looked like it had been pulled straight out of a Pottery Barn magazine. Right, because that fits. Everything needed to be refinished or replaced, except the rug.
 
   Tavis entered the room, stacking another heap of wood beside the fire. He had mussed, dirty blond hair, and when he smiled at me, his eyes bright in the firelight, I could see they were a vibrant blue.
 
   “About a week back,” he said unexpectedly, “Sam and I were on our way to the Colony—just leaving Cañon City, actually—when we watched a group of soldiers kill three blokes.” He paused for a moment, stoking the fire. “I dunno why the patrol was in town or why they shot the poor bastards. Maybe the three of ‘em were trying to leave—they were running away from the uniforms—but…” He stared into the fire thoughtfully.
 
   “I wouldn’t be surprised,” I conceded.
 
   Tavis’s eyes found mine, and he offered a sympathetic smile. “If you want to get washed up, there’s a trough of fresh water out by the stable. That’s what Sam and I’ve been using.”
 
   I shifted my gaze to Sam, who was watching Sanchez and Carlos intently. They were sitting on the worn wood floor, cleaning and inventorying the weapons we’d collected from the black-bands. The boy appeared to be around ten years old, with dark brown, disheveled hair that hung in his shrewd, pale eyes. Like Carlos, Sam’s expression wasn’t that of a child, but of someone much older.
 
   Since we’d arrived, Sam’s excitement and Tavis’s sense of relief had grown stronger, and I felt a stab of guilt. I had a group of companions and a semblance of safety. I’d never really considered what surviving would be like for the people who didn’t have what I did, who were alone or without a means to protect themselves. While Sam and Tavis seemed to have adapted well enough, it wasn’t without a price. I could see their struggles in the lines on their faces and the weariness in their eyes.
 
   “Something wrong?” Tavis asked, and I wondered how long I’d been staring at the two of them.
 
   I shook my head, offering a slightly embarrassed smile, and went in search of something to clean myself off with. I knew there had to be something I could use in place of the one towel and washcloth I’d brought with me. I didn’t want to stain them with someone else’s blood.
 
   “There’s linen napkins in the cupboard,” Tavis offered, pointing to a door beneath the stairs.
 
   “Thanks,” I said before he exited out the front door. I opened the closet to find a propane lantern, along with spare propane, batteries, and flashlights. Yahtzee! Then, thinking of the cold trough water that awaited me, my excitement faded. I sighed, missing the luxury of a hot shower.
 
   I stretched to pull a napkin down from the top shelf, just as an arm reached over my shoulder to grab one instead. I felt the heat of a body behind me. Jake. Steadying my nerves, I turned to face him.
 
   He handed me the folded napkin and watched me, his expression once again unreadable.
 
   “Thanks.” I hated the way my gut twisted, remembering what had happened between us only a handful of hours earlier.
 
   Reaching out, Jake brushed a scraggly strand of hair from my face and tucked it behind my ear. His fingers lingered there, and I fought the urge to lean into his hand. In the dim light of the lanterns set up throughout the house, his face appeared grief-stricken. He was going to leave… The thought made my heartbeat quicken with dread, and then with anger. No, fear.
 
   “How are you doing?” I asked stupidly. “I mean, are you going to go after Becca now…or are you waiting until we go in to get Dani?”
 
   Jake shook his head, and I could tell his mind was still a battlefield. “I’m sorry,” he muttered and dropped his hand back to his side. “I know…” His eyes met mine. “I know I was acting crazy. I didn’t mean to upset you.” He searched my eyes, but didn’t seem to find what he was looking for. “I didn’t mean to scare you. I was—”
 
   “Were you really gonna leave?” I blurted, wishing my mouth would just stay shut.
 
   Jake’s eyebrows lowered in uncertainty.
 
   He was going to leave, we both knew it, and I was conflicted. I wasn’t only upset with myself for trusting him, but with him for his willingness to risk Dani’s life—to risk all our lives—even if it was unconsciously done. But it is his sister. Although I wanted to hold on to my anger, I could only justify holding on to the hurt.
 
   In spite of Jake’s silence, I put on a brave face, trying to convince myself that even if he would have left, he hadn’t, and we still had one another…at least for a little while longer. “I understand,” I said simply. “Things have been hard lately.” I shut the closet door. “Besides, Becca’s your sister. No matter what she says, we both know that. I wouldn’t expect anything less.” That much was true, no matter how painful.
 
   I was about to sidestep him, to put some much-needed distance between us, when he leaned in, cupping my face in his large, burning palm. He was going to kiss me.
 
   I shouldn’t. My eyes closed of their own accord, and I wanted to melt. I was still covered in blood, but the feel of his rough thumb stroking my jaw made it nearly impossible to focus on anything other than his touch. He eased in for a kiss, giving me time to pull away, but I couldn’t. I wouldn’t. No matter how devastating, I needed this—the feeling of something other than the fear, anger, and determination that followed me like asphyxiating shadows.
 
   Jake’s lips were hot on mine, and the smell of wood smoke permeated his clothes; it was comforting, and I burned the sensations of his kiss, his scent, into my memory. Before I could comprehend, my body reacted and I rose to tiptoes and reached my arms around his neck, drawing him closer to me. His kiss deepened, excitement and contentment rushing through me like coalescing rivers, and I wanted to drown in them. My fingers explored his skin, my forefinger circling the soft hairs on the back of his neck as I savored the taste of his tongue.
 
   The warmth of his body was euphoric, and I groaned. Though it had only been days, it felt like weeks since we’d been in each other’s arms, since we’d laughed or wrestled or just sat quietly beside one another. I missed him.
 
   Harper cleared his throat, reminding us there were others in the room, and Jake pulled back. His eyes were enlivened again, the flickering lantern light illuminating the red-amber of his irises, setting them aflame.
 
   “That’s something I’ve missed.” The words formed naturally on my tongue, and I almost smiled.
 
   Jake’s brow furrowed. “The look in your eyes,” he said quietly, severely.
 
   “I’m just surprised,” I started to say self-consciously, my eyes trailing down his perfectly imperfect nose to his full bottom lip. I wanted to lean in and take it between my teeth. I licked my lips.
 
   “No, earlier.” His voice was a low rumble.
 
   Oh, right—that. “I told you, I understand.” My voice was detached, despite my intentions, and I made my way to the door. “We’ll get Becca out of there too, and once we have her and Dani back, everything’ll be better.” I struggled to believe my words as I reached out to turn the door handle.
 
   “Where are you going?” he asked, and I heard him take a step forward.
 
   I need space before you do leave and break my fucking heart, I didn’t tell him. I couldn’t bear it if I got closer just so he could leave. “I’m going to wash up,” I said instead. “I feel disgusting. Chili’s in the pot over the fire if you want some. I’ll be back in a bit.” I opened the door, letting Jack and Cooper go out ahead of me for added protection.
 
   When I glanced back at Jake, he looked like he was considering accompanying me.
 
   “I’ll be fine,” I told him. “Tavis is out there, and I have my pistol.” I patted the gun on my thigh. I didn’t give him time to reply before I escaped out the door and shut it tightly behind me. I hurried down rickety wood stairs that looked like they hadn’t been replaced since the house was built, and headed to the stable where we’d put the horses—to the trough water I was going to bathe in. Yay.
 
   “Easy, girl,” I heard Tavis say, followed by a horse snorting. I took a few more steps, watching his form come into view around the side of the stable. He was talking to one of the horses that had already been here when we’d arrived. The trough was inside the paddock, but within easy enough reach for me to access.
 
   Tavis was slumped, leaning against the nearly rotted log fence, his arm draped over the top and his fingers playing with the brown mare’s mane as her head hung heavy with sleep. Propped atop one of the fence posts, a propane lantern burned bright, attracting moths to its steady glow.
 
   Tavis’s expression was thoughtful, his brow pinched almost into a scowl.
 
   “Hey,” I said, hoping I wasn’t interrupting his reverie. “Is she your favorite?” The lilt in my voice sounded a little more jovial than I felt, but I was okay with that.
 
   His head shot up, and his posture straightened. “Zoe.”
 
   I smiled, enjoying the way my name rolled off his tongue. “I figured I’d take you up on your offer,” I said, pointing to the trough. “Dry blood isn’t my color, you know?” Unzipping my filthy bomber jacket, I hung it over a fence post to clean later.
 
   The mare’s ears angled toward my voice, but she didn’t stir from her sleeping trance.
 
   After dipping the checkered cloth into the frigid water in the trough, I started scrubbing the exposed skin on my neck. “How long have you and Sam been staying here?”
 
   “Since we saw those three blokes killed. I wasn’t sure what to do afterward. I’d been so determined to get to the Colony that I didn’t think about what we’d do if it didn’t work out.” He shook his head. “Until you all showed up, I was considering how long we could survive here.”
 
   “Well, you’ll probably regret letting us stay,” I teased. “We tend to have really shitty luck.” I laughed bitterly.
 
   “I like your laugh,” he said, taking a step closer and leaning against the fence to face me.
 
   “Yeah? Thanks. My friend always says that, too…though she also says she doesn’t hear it enough.”
 
   “I haven’t heard anyone laugh in a long time.” He shoved his hands into the pockets of his jeans. “You should laugh more.”
 
   There was something intriguing about Tavis, and it wasn’t just his accent. He was open and easy to talk to, like Harper, but not closed off and complicated like Jake and Jason. It was refreshing.
 
   I flashed him a wistful smile. “Gladly,” I said. “But it’d be easier to laugh more if things weren’t so—”
 
   “Fucked,” he answered for me.
 
   I chuckled and rinsed the napkin out in the water and started scrubbing my hands before moving to my face. “Exactly.” I wrung the cloth out again. “How’s Sam doing with all of this?”
 
   Tavis shrugged and sighed. “I dunno. Better than I would’ve expected, to be honest. That kid’s been through hell and somehow he’s managed to use it to stay focused and to learn. I may be the adult, but we make our decisions together. We’re a team.”
 
   “You’re lucky to have each other,” I mused.
 
   He looked at me in surprise and nodded. “Yes, we are.”
 
   “Has it always been just the two of you?” I pulled my hair from its snare to gather it again and knot it into a bun atop my head so I could scrub behind my ears.
 
   “No, there was another bloke I met by Vegas, but there was an accident right before I found Sam outside of Flagstaff, so now it’s just the two of us.” Tavis took another step toward me. “You missed a spot,” he said, pointing to his jawline.
 
   I scrubbed harder along the edge of my face and behind my ears and tilted my face to show him. “Better?”
 
   He shook his head and took another step before he reached out to touch my cheek. “It’s right here,” he said quietly. The tip of his finger was cool and soft against my skin. “You want me to get it?”
 
   Crunching gravel startled me, and I pulled away from Tavis’s touch. Jake approached, stopping a few yards from me. He stood there silently, and my heart raced.
 
   “We need you inside,” he said coolly, and I couldn’t help but feel his anger simmering beneath the surface.
 
   I flashed him an innocent smile. “Okay.” I rinsed and wrung out the linen once more before I grabbed my still-dirty jacket and headed for the house. I paused and glanced back at Tavis. “You coming?” I asked not wanting to abandon him outside…with Jake. When he nodded slightly, I shifted my attention to Jake, giving him a cautioning look before I continued on to the house.
 
   Flinging the door open, I called, “Give me just a minute!” I ran upstairs to change out of my bloodied clothes. Falling clumsily multiple times, I struggled to pull on my pajamas. Finally warm and clean, I ran back downstairs and ladled some chili into a bowl. I curled up on the old, barely-padded sofa in front of the fire, welcoming the softness of my sweatpants and the comfort of the oversized Army hoodie I’d commandeered from Jason’s bag when I was helping him into the room an hour or so before. He was too drunk to notice it was missing anyway. Pulling my hair out of its messy bun, I ran my fingers through it, letting it fall around my shoulders, and then scooped myself a hearty spoonful of chili.
 
   Chris, Harper, Sam, Carlos, and Sanchez were resting lazily by the fireplace, empty chili bowls beside them. 
 
   I glanced around at them. “Am I too late?” 
 
   “For…?” Sanchez asked, looking up from her book.
 
   “I thought…” I was confused. I thought they needed me in here? There were no maps lying around and everyone seemed barely able to keep their eyes open. “Did you need me for something?”
 
   Chris looked at me askance. “No,” she said, shaking her head. “Um, your brother is passed out upstairs. Harper said he’s doing fine. That’s about it.”
 
   “Jake said you needed me.”
 
   A knowing grin spread across Harper’s face and he leaned back, sprawling on the floor with his arms folded behind his head. “We do. We need you and Chris to keep your feelers out, Baby Girl. Let us know if you feel anything strange. Just as an extra safety precaution.”
 
   “I can help,” Sam added. 
 
   “Perfect,” Harper said with a warm smile and a wink at the boy.
 
   The door opened and Jake strode inside, making a beeline for the pot of chili. Tavis entered after him and crossed the room to Sam, who was nestled on his pallet of blankets in the corner. Neither looked at me. In fact, it seemed they purposefully avoided my gaze.
 
   “So, tell us about your friend inside the Colony,” Tavis said, sitting and leaning against the wall beside Sam. “What’s your plan?”
 
   Chris shook her head. “We’re not sure yet. For now, the plan is for her to gather as much information as she can.”
 
   “But she’s still in there all alone,” Carlos said. Like me, he clearly didn’t like the fact that she was still in the Colony.
 
   I swallowed a bite of chili. “She said she’s okay,” I offered, trying to reassure him. It was senseless for both of us to worry. “She said that MG—I mean, Gabe”—I rolled my eyes—“is helping her, but I still don’t—”
 
   “What did you say?” Jake asked, his hand suddenly gripping my wrist. I looked from his white-knuckled grasp up to his scowling face. He emanated a ferocity that made my hands tremble. His chili bowl clacked against the small table beside the sofa as he set it down. “What did you just say?” he repeated, eerily calm.
 
   “Um…that Dani said she’s okay, and that Gabe is helping her?”
 
   When recognition registered on Jake’s face and his eyes flashed with rage, I suddenly understood. I instantly lost my appetite and lowered the bowl to my lap.
 
   Jake shot to his feet and laced his fingers together behind his neck. He stalked away from us, his anger whipping around him wildly. We all stared at him, taken aback by the sudden, dangerous shift in his mood. None of us had ever seen Jake so angry, but between my killing someone for the first time, Dani sending me into a debilitating dizzy spell, being attacked by Colony soldiers, and pretty much everything else that had happened in the last twenty-four hours, the day had been filled with a lot of firsts.
 
   He flung the front door open and stalked out into the darkness. Not even Cooper trotted after him. Jake’s hatred and fear burrowed into my heart as he pictured Gabe at the Colony with his sister. When he pictured Gabe visiting me in my dreams, he could no longer contain his rage.
 
   There was a loud crash outside, followed by another, and everyone turned to me, waiting.
 
   It took me a moment to realize what they were waiting for. “Gabe’s the one responsible for Becca’s death…he’s the guy who’s with Dani.”
 
    
 
   ~~~~~
 
    
 
   My little-girl body was broken. The featureless woman who haunted my dreams stood, looming above me. Even without eyes she was watching me…waiting for me to die. I could feel hot blood covering me. My head felt dizzy, and my vision was blurring. Where am I? The faceless woman reached for me and I squealed, trying to get away, but my body remained paralyzed and nothing but sobs escaped my little-girl lips.
 
   “There you are,” a familiar voice said. The faceless woman was gone, but I knew I wasn’t alone. “I was wondering when you’d die.” My eyes were glued open, but my vision was blurred so I couldn’t see who it was—but I didn’t need to see her. I recognized the hair-raising lilt in her voice: Clara.
 
   I gulped for air as my heart lurched. Grabbing at my throat, I tried to breathe, but I couldn’t. “Finally,” was all she said as I caught a flash of her blue eyes and blonde hair. But it was too late.
 
    
 
   I started awake, snapping my eyes open. I was lying on my back, and I felt suffocated and disoriented. Nothing smelled familiar. Not the scent of fabric softener on my sheets or the comforting smell of leather and hay from the barn…where am I? I sat up. My eyes darted around in the darkness, gradually discerning my surroundings as I recalled the musty-smelling house we were staying in…and the feel of Jake’s inferno-like body beside me. His presence eased my mind a little, and I exhaled. It was just another stupid fucking dream.
 
   Rubbing my toes against the flannel lining of my sleeping bag I’d rolled out over the bed, I let the feel of the soft, well-worn fabric distract me from my rapid breathing and sweaty hands. Moonlight shone through the narrow windows on one wall, and Jake’s long, deep breaths soothed me.
 
   As my mind calmed, I could feel Jake’s emotions churning: concern—regret—uncertainty. He was awake.
 
   “I tried to wake you,” he said in a quiet rumble.
 
   “Jake,” I breathed, looking down at his shadowed outline. I wanted things between us to be normal, comfortable, even if it was just for the night.
 
   He seemed to know my question without me having to ask it. He raised his nearest arm, welcoming me to tuck myself in beside him. I lay back down, my head resting perfectly on his shoulder. Snuggling into him, I hoped the feel of his body would drive away the unsettling memories of my nightmare and make me feel like there was still something good in my life, still something worth holding on to.
 
   I placed my palm on the t-shirt covering his chest, and the rhythmic thumping of his heart was all the reminder I needed to know I was safe…for now, at least. His arms tightened protectively around me, and I lifted my head to kiss the side of his mouth.
 
   “Sorry I woke you,” I whispered, letting the familiar sound of Cooper’s tired sighs distract me.
 
   “I wasn’t asleep,” he said hoarsely, and out of habit, I stroked his chest with my thumb. “Was it about your mom again?”
 
   My feet found his at the foot of our joined sleeping bags. “Yeah.” I was tired of wondering if the dreams would ever end.
 
   Will I ever know what Mom really looked like? I hated not remembering anything about her, but I’d been too young when she’d died, and the hand-carved box Dani and Jason had brought from home was the only tie I had left to my parents. As frustrated as I’d always been with my dad for hiding it from me, I was also strangely relieved. I had something to look forward to now—potential answers. I needed to open the box, to find out what it contained.
 
   A surprising flood of hope washed through me at the thought of opening it, and my eyelids slowly drooped closed as I drifted into unconsciousness.
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   I squeezed the doorknob and, not knowing what to expect inside the bedroom, felt my palm slick with sweat. Questions ran through my head. Will it smell like death? Will it smell like rotting meat? Has Cam been decomposing, melting into our bed?
 
   Twisting my wrist, I let the door creak open. I instantly focused on the bed, on its unmoving occupant. Something was wrong.
 
   The room didn’t stink of death and decay, as it should have after holding my boyfriend’s dead body for so long. And the body was covered by a sheet. I didn’t cover him.
 
   “What the…” I began in a hushed tone as I moved closer to the bed…to the body. I reached for the sheet and pulled it back from his face. The body was neither bloated nor decayed. It also wasn’t Cam.
 
   “Oh my God!” I wailed, falling to my knees beside the bed. “Jason! No! NO!”
 
   I clutched on to his cold, motionless body, my fingers digging into him as I willed his life force to return. I reached out with my mind, searching for his, but there was nothing to find. As I stared at him, begging him to come back to me, dark splotches of blood began to leech through the front of his gray t-shirt.
 
   “No, Jason! This can’t be happening!” I cried, lifting the hem of his shirt to reveal that the smooth skin and hard muscle of his abdomen and chest was riddled with bullet wounds. I tried to stop the bleeding with my hands, but the viscous, red liquid welled relentlessly, forcing its way between my fingers.
 
   “Jason! Please! I can’t lose you, too…not after Cam. I can’t lose you…can’t lose you…”
 
    
 
   With a gasp, I sat up in bed. It was a dream, I told myself. Just a dream. Jason’s fine. I kept repeating it as I stared at the far wall of the bedroom. The sun had yet to rise, so the dull, pre-dawn light streaming through the window made the paint appear a sickly gray instead of off-white.
 
   Jason usually rose with the sun; it was one of his quirks. I, on the other hand, was more of a night owl, preferring to loll in bed in a state of lazy half-sleep for hours each morning. The rigid travel schedule we’d stuck to over the last few months had been a lot easier on him than on me, especially since he’d practically functioned as our alarm clock. In my opinion, his morning perkiness was completely unnatural. Still, I would welcome it in a heartbeat if it meant I could be with him again.
 
   Smiling at the thoughts of Jason, I stretched and lay back on the mattress, pulling the covers up to my chin. It was cold, sleeping without him beside me. After spending most of my life yearning for him and settling for unrequited love where he was concerned, it was odd that being separated from him hurt so much. But it did. My entire being ached for him—a dull, incessant pain centered in my chest that throbbed with each breath. I felt wrong…incomplete.
 
   With that thought, I decided not to wait until the sun rose to try to contact him. I needed to hear his voice, so to speak, to reassure myself that he really was okay. I needed to know that he was out there, alive and waiting for me to return to him.
 
   I closed my eyes, just as I’d done the previous evening when I’d contacted Zoe, and searched for the cluster of minds belonging to my friends. They’d moved again. I found them a little further to the west. Thankfully, unlike last night, Jason’s mind blazed near the others.
 
   When I reached out for his mind, something happened that I’d only experienced while talking in animals’ minds.
 
   “Red,” he whispered, and then he stopped speaking to me with words. He showed me what he wanted more than anything at that moment, to hold me close against his body…to feel ourselves connected in that most intimate way…to know I was safe because he was touching me, shielding me from the rest of the world.
 
   I could almost feel him, as if an ethereal version of Jason was with me, acting out what he was imagining. It made the pain from missing him—from needing him—increase to nearly unbearable levels. It also made me instantly and uncomfortably aroused.
 
   “Oh God,” I groaned. “It was like you were here…how’d you do that?”
 
   “Really? I don’t know, Red,” Jason responded, melting my heart with the sound of his voice, even if it was only in my mind. “I’ve been waiting for you for hours, thinking about you. I just…I don’t know.”
 
   Listening to him speak, I could almost imagine that he was lying beside me, holding me close. Tears welled in record time and streamed across my temples. “I miss you so much,” I told him, unable to keep a sorrowful wobble from my words.
 
   “Fuck, Dani, I—I didn’t mean to make you cry.” He sounded utterly lost, desperate.
 
   “It’s fine,” I told him. “I’m just so happy to talk to you. I’ve been sort of…well, worried, but that doesn’t quite cover it. Zo told me you got shot.”
 
   “Barely,” he grumbled.
 
   “And that you got a bad cut on your face?”
 
   “Can we not—”
 
   If he didn’t want to talk about it, that was fine, but I needed to know one thing. “Are you going to be okay?”
 
   He didn’t hesitate in answering. “Not until you’re back here.”
 
   My tears increased. “Oh, well…that’s just…really, um, nice.”
 
   “Zoe told me you were being mind-controlled by some General. What the fuck did he…tell me what he made you do,” Jason demanded roughly. Though he didn’t say it, I knew he was thinking of Mandy.
 
   “Honestly, not much. But then, he didn’t have control of me for very long. Mostly, he just made me forget things and want to obey him,” I explained.
 
   “So, nobody’s touched you? Nobody’s hurt you?” His voice was filled with barely controlled rage.
 
   “No, no, I’m fine.” I paused, unable to rid my mind of the images of him hurt…bleeding…dead. I frowned and blinked rapidly, annoyed at myself for being unable to restrain the sadness pouring from my eyes. “Jason…if I lost you…I don’t know what I’d do.”
 
   “Red, I…me too,” he said, making my heart flutter.
 
   “I wish I could kiss you right now,” I told him.
 
   Jason chuckled, low and rough. “I wish I could do more than that.”
 
   I sighed, remembering the feel of his body against mine.
 
   “How are you feeling? Are you tired? I don’t want you to overwork yourself,” he said, letting his overprotective colors show.
 
   “I’m starting to feel it.” I frowned, not wanting to say goodbye, but even with the power boost from the neutralizer, I was starting to strain to maintain the connection. “I should probably go. Can we do this again tomorrow?”
 
   “Definitely,” he agreed. “Be careful, Red.”
 
   “You too,” I said before reluctantly letting the connection go.
 
   It’s going to be a long day.
 
    
 
   ~~~~~
 
    
 
   As I wandered across the street in the late morning, kicking the stray rocks and pieces of garbage scattered on the asphalt, I thought about my mission for the day. I was heading for the cluster of buildings Gabe had pointed out as converted storage warehouses. I had a limited amount of time to gather as much information as possible on what we were up against, and that included doing a rough inventory of the Colony’s supplies—weapons, medications, food, and otherwise.
 
   Before leaving for his lab earlier in the morning, Gabe had drawn me a rough map of what he called the “warehouse district” and had labeled each building with a letter. As I approached the sprawling building marked with an “A” on the map, I folded up Gabe’s sketch and stuffed it into the left pocket of my heavy, black raincoat. Luckily, the weather had remained too warm for snow, but that just meant the precipitation resulted in something I was far more familiar with—drizzling rain.
 
   Glancing around to ensure that nobody was watching me, I reached for the door handle and twisted. It was locked. Damn!
 
   Instead of standing in front of the door looking like I was trying to figure out how to break into the makeshift warehouse, I turned and walked away. I kept my pace even, neither rushed nor lagging, all the while glancing along the outer walls of the building, seeking a way in. There were dozens of windows, probably all locked.
 
   I scouted the entire perimeter without luck. There were no convenient open windows, no doors accidentally left unlocked. Staring forlornly at the main doors from the sidewalk beside the building, I thought, Come on, universe, toss me a bone here…
 
   He walked around the nearest corner of the building at that exact moment—the yellow-armbanded guard who’d propositioned me when I’d been on my way to meet with General Herodson. He was built thickly, and from the way he carried himself, I could tell his bulk was all muscle. I guessed he was around my age, maybe a few years younger. With his fairly attractive face and light brown hair, he looked like an all-American boy next door.
 
   It only took him a few seconds to recognize me, but I knew the moment he did. He narrowed his eyes and grinned wickedly. As he prowled forward, I started to back away, shooting furtive glances around me as I searched for the best escape route.
 
   “Well, well, well, little darlin’,” he drawled. During our last encounter, I hadn’t noticed his Texas twang through the haze of my concussion. “How about you and me have a little fun?” His eyes glinted predatorily.
 
   “Thanks for the offer, but I can’t right now,” I said, impressing myself with the steadiness of my voice. “I’m a little busy with, uh…recuperating.”
 
   He kept coming, his pace increasing. His eyes scanned me from hood-covered head to sneakered toe. “You look just fine to me.”
 
   “No, I’m really not.” I brought my hand up to my neck, searching for the cord carrying my red card. It wasn’t there. Oh no! “I have a pass…from my doctor.” I shoved my hands into my coat pockets, hoping I’d stuffed the card into one of them instead. All I found was Gabe’s map. “I, um, guess I left it at home.”
 
   “Don’t worry, darlin’. I’ll do all the work, so you can just keep on recuperatin’,” he told me, leering.
 
   Without hesitating, I turned, intending to flee to Gabe’s lab. It was only a few blocks away, and I was quick enough that I had a good chance of beating the guard there. Unfortunately, my toe caught on a portion of the sidewalk that had been pushed up by a tree root. I tripped over the crack and skidded to the concrete face-first. I barely noticed my stinging palms or my torn jeans and scraped knees because he was there, pulling me up and dragging me back toward the main doors of Warehouse A.
 
   I wanted to scream, to fight, to claw out his eyeballs…but I was wearing yellow armbands, and struggling noticeably would alert the guard and any onlookers to my unusual, non-mind-controlled status. I was expected to go with the reproductive flow, as per the General’s usual directives. My choices were death or pretending nonconsensual sex was consensual; it shouldn’t have been a hard decision, but it was.
 
   “Please…don’t do this,” I whispered.
 
   He responded by wrapping his unyielding arms around me from behind, restraining both of my arms at my sides. He was just too goddamn strong.
 
   “C’mon, darlin’,” he said as he released one arm to unlock the warehouse door. “This can be fun. You’re the one makin’ it difficult. Why not just relax and enjoy it?”
 
   If I get the chance, I’m so going to kill you! But, in the back of my mind, I wondered if the General’s directive was the only reason he was behaving so aggressively toward me. Maybe he’d been a sweetheart prior to the have-sex-with-whoever-you-want compulsion. So…can I kill him if he’s little more than a puppet? He wasn’t like Mandy or Mr. Monk, or even like the Crazy I killed in the stable; his death wouldn’t be justified. There has to be another way…
 
   I stopped struggling, instead working on calming myself. I took slow, even breaths, hoping that doing so would steady my racing heart and bring rational thought back to the forefront of my mind. My captor’s hold loosened as he registered my supposed compliance.
 
   “There we go, sweet thang. That wasn’t so hard, was it?” The way his arms were wrapped around me had transformed from aggressive and forceful to a mockery of tenderness, and he lowered his head to kiss my neck. I shivered involuntarily at the gentle contact, my skin crawling.
 
   Pretend it’s Jason, I told myself, thinking this stranger’s touches would seem less repulsive that way. Jason might never forgive me for what I was about to do, but he definitely wouldn’t be able to if I was dead.
 
   Closing my eyes, I pictured him: his powerful body, intense sapphire eyes, and short, jet-black hair. I imagined how safe I would feel if it was him embracing me in the warehouse, breathing against my hair and unzipping my coat to access what lay beneath.
 
   Caught up in my fantasy, I whispered, “Let me see you. I need to see you.”
 
   But when he turned me around to face him, I became all too aware that the man lowering his face to mine was not Jason.
 
   And still, I let him kiss me.
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   MASE
 
   MARCH 17, 1AE
 
    
 
   “C’mon! We have to get closer!” Camille hissed and grabbed Mase’s wrist as she stood. Her small hand didn’t come close to encircling it completely, but that didn’t stop her from tugging.
 
   The two Re-gens were hiding between some bushes and a few trees to observe the tiny woman. Begrudgingly, Mase rose from his crouched position and let Camille drag him across the road toward the warehouse. He easily could have tossed her over his shoulder and carried her back to the chow hall, where they would finish their lunch hour pretending to be nice, obedient Re-gens. He thought he probably should have; it would’ve been safer. But Camille was determined, and Mase didn’t have the heart to deny her.
 
   She was his first memory. It had been her kind face smiling down at him when he first opened his eyes a few months ago, her soft, gray eyes gazing at him with nothing but affection. She’d watched over him, taught him how to be more like the normals and less like the other Re-gens, taught him how to pretend to be just like the other Re-gens. She was the center of Mase’s universe, the only force holding him together when the fragmented images of someone else’s life flashed through his mind.
 
   The other Re-gens focused all their attention on Father, practically worshipping him. Camille and Mase pretended, did their jobs, and did whatever it took not to draw unwanted attention. But Camille had whispered the truth to Mase, telling him what Father had done to him, what he must have done to her, too. He killed them. He killed them and remade them into something else, something he thought he could control. He was wrong.
 
   Every time Mase was near Father—the man the normals called General Herodson—he had to fight the urge to tear the man’s head off and smash it against a wall. He could have, easily. But there were others like Father, others who controlled many of the normals’ minds like Father did. He was just the strongest, largest, and evilest head on a many-headed monster. So, Mase bided his time, watched, and kept Camille safe.
 
   “C’mon! Pick up your feet, Giant, or we’ll miss it all.”
 
   Mase scowled, but inside he was smiling. “Giant” was Camille’s nickname for him, and he loved it. At night, in the barracks they shared with the other Re-gens—vast rooms filled with row after row of bunks—she would often sneak over to his bed and let him hold her while she slept. She would call him her gentle giant and say he made her feel safe. Mase usually stayed up late watching her, avoiding the nightmares that haunted his sleep. 
 
   Camille had the nightmares too, as did some of the other Re-gens. Sometimes she would wake up crying, and the only way Mase could get her to stop would be to press his lips against hers. Eventually she would rest her head on his chest and fall back asleep. But he never slept after those moments. Mase would lie awake, hungry for something he didn’t understand.
 
   Camille looked back at him. Hair so dark it was almost black flew around her as she jogged, and her pale cheeks were flushed pink. “Faster, Giant, or I swear…”
 
   Mase did smile then. “Calm down, Camille,” he told her as they neared the warehouse. He glared around at their potentially hostile surroundings. They were wearing jeans and sweatshirts instead of their usual uniforms—the scrubs worn by Re-gens—in an attempt to look like normals, but Mase was still wary. “If anyone sees us like this…if they recognize us, they’ll report us.”
 
   “I know, but we can’t miss it!” she said, her soft voice urgent.
 
   “What makes you so sure she can help?” he asked, picking up the pace. He wanted to get out of sight.
 
   Camille waited until they were crouched behind another bush, but their new cover was nearly flush against one of the warehouse’s many windows. She wiped the glass with her sleeve to clear it of rain and grime and peered inside.
 
   “I told you, I saw what happened in the science building when Dr. McLaughlin shot the glowing medicine into her neck. She screamed until she couldn’t scream anymore, and her scream made my head feel like it was going to explode. She doesn’t want to be here, Giant, and she’s not under his control. She’s perfect.”
 
   Mase looked through the window, finding the two normals a short way from the door in the shadowy interior. The tiny woman had stopped struggling, and her eyes were closed. The man was touching his lips to her neck and unzipping her coat. He ran his hands up and down the sides of her body. It felt wrong, but Mase wanted to watch it play out, to know what happened next. He ached to know what happened next.
 
   The tiny woman said something, and the man turned her around, away from the Re-gens’ view. Mase didn’t understand why she wasn’t fighting him anymore. She’d tried so hard to get away from him before. A sudden burst of anger surged through Mase as he imagined Camille in the woman’s place. He didn’t want the man to do whatever he was planning.
 
   Mase felt Camille’s eyes on him and glanced at her, unable to fully tear his attention from the scene inside. His face had transformed into a furious scowl. Sometimes, when rage overtook him, his strength emerged and he lost control. 
 
   “Calm down, Giant,” Camille whispered, reaching for his hand. “This is not the time for that to come out.” 
 
   “I don’t understand.” Mase’s voice was hoarse and too deep. “Why isn’t she fighting anymore? Why is she letting him…?”
 
   Camille squeezed his hand. “I think she’s pretending. Just watch. If it goes too far, you can go in, okay?”
 
   Swallowing repeatedly, Mase nodded. He felt sick. He was no longer curious to see what happened next—not like that…not with the tiny woman who had no choice. “She’s so small,” he commented softly.
 
   The tiny woman ran her hands down the man’s back to his legs, and then Mase saw it. Her nimble fingers released the pistol from the man’s thigh holster, and she pressed it against his groin. The man froze instantly, and she began backing away from him.
 
   Camille’s radiant smile caught Mase’s attention. “Told you,” she said proudly. “She is the one who can help us. You have to believe me now. Come on, let’s go help. If she shoots that gun, it’ll ruin everything.”
 
   Mase started to think that maybe, just maybe, Camille was right. Maybe the tiny red-haired woman could help them destroy this place from the inside, then get as far away as possible. Unlike Dr. Wesley, Dr. McLaughlin, and the few other normals covertly working against Father, she was from the outside. They couldn’t be trusted, not completely, but maybe she could be.
 
   Following Camille into the warehouse, Mase took control of his strength and speed. He felt it pumping throughout his body, making him an unstoppable force.
 
   “Stop!” Camille cried out as Mase eased the door shut behind them. The tiny woman turned the gun on the Re-gens, and the second the man was no longer in her sights, he rushed her.
 
   Mase got to him first. He slammed the man against a crate, and the wooden boards cracked behind him. 
 
   “Don’t kill him, Mase,” Camille said calmly.
 
   Mase held the man up by the neck, but managed to restrain himself from squeezing hard enough to crush his throat. “Don’t fucking move,” he growled.
 
   The normal made a choking noise, and when Mase released him completely, he slumped to the floor.
 
   “Are you alright?” Camille asked the tiny woman. Mase turned to watch them. Camille was holding her hands up, looking completely harmless. She wasn’t harmless. “Did he hurt you?” she asked.
 
   The woman shook her head as she lowered the gun she’d been aiming at Camille.
 
   “Who are you?” she asked, her voice shaking. She cocked her head as she studied Camille. “You feel…different.”
 
   Camille smiled. “I’m Camille, and that’s Mase,” she said, pointing to him. “We won’t hurt you.”
 
   “Whatever you say,” the woman said as she glanced at the other normal and then at Mase. When her eyes met his, he thought she suddenly seemed taller, less fragile. There was a fierceness in her eyes, and he truly began to believe that Camille was right about her. She could help them.
 
   “We should take care of this,” Mase said, nodding at the normal groaning on the floor.
 
   “Oh, right.” Camille fished a small vial out of the secret pocket she’d sewn inside her coat and handed it to him. It was the forgetting medicine she kept on her at all times, just in case someone witnessed them acting different from the other Re-gens. She refused to tell Mase where it came from, no matter how many times he asked, but he was pretty sure she got it from Dr. Wesley.
 
   “Open your mouth,” Mase told the injured normal. When he didn’t respond, Mase kicked his side, and the normal cried out. It looked like he definitely had a few broken ribs. Mase grinned.
 
   “Don’t hurt him!” the tiny woman shouted.
 
   Astonished, Mase stared at her.
 
   “It’s not his fault! He doesn’t know what he’s—” She clapped her hands over her mouth and started backing away, her eyes full of terror.
 
   “We know,” Camille told her. “We won’t tell. We watched him bring you in here, and we wanted to help you.”
 
   “How do you…is it the neutralizer? Was it given to you, too?” the woman asked. Her iron-hard eyes were still wary, but she stopped backing away.
 
   Camille shook her head. “Mase and I…like you said, we’re a little different. Not like him.” She motioned toward the normal at Mase’s feet. “And, we’re not like you, either. I guess you could say we’re…special.”
 
   She was right about that. Mase and Camille had made sure of it, as had Dr. Wesley.
 
   “Um, okay.” The woman glanced around her. “It’s a church,” she muttered. “I almost get raped in a goddamn church? Isn’t that effing poetic?”
 
   Mase wasn’t sure how to answer her question, so he looked at Camille, who shook her head, equally baffled. Sometimes normals said the strangest things.
 
   “Well, thanks for, you know, helping me. I’m just going to, ah…go.” The woman started for the door.
 
   “Wait!” Camille called after her. “What’s your name?”
 
   Halfway out the door, the woman looked back at the Re-gens. The dull sunlight from outside glinted off her hair, turning it a coppery red. “Dani. My name’s Dani.” And then she was gone.
 
   Mase watched the door for a few more seconds, then looked down at the injured normal. “I told you to open your fucking mouth.”
 
   That time, he did.
 
   “Do you want me to move him?” Mase asked Camille after the man had lost consciousness, either from the medicine or from the pain. “To make sure someone finds him?”
 
   “Yeah, but just somewhere else inside this place. We can’t risk anyone seeing you carrying him.”
 
   Mase hauled the injured normal up and flung him over his shoulder, waiting for further direction.
 
   “How about that platform up there?” she suggested, pointing toward the other end of the building. “There’s even a nice long table you can rest him on. Someone’s sure to find him, and then they’ll be able to fix him up. Dani doesn’t want him to be hurt anymore. She would probably be unhappy if he died.”
 
   Mase followed Camille up to the table and gently set the normal down. “You like her, don’t you?”
 
   Camille smiled shyly. “Yeah.”
 
   
  
 




 
   14
 
   DANI
 
   MARCH 17, 1AE
 
    
 
   Though every cell in my body was urging me to sprint the two blocks to Gabe’s lab, I forced myself to maintain a slow, steady pace. I kept my head down, my hood up, and I walked like my life depended on it.
 
   Eventually, out of breath despite having only walked a few blocks, I pulled open the glass door leading into the building housing Gabe’s lab. I rushed through the doorway and stepped to the side, out of sight from anyone outside. As far as I could tell, the building was empty. I leaned back against the wall, giving myself a moment to breathe.
 
   What the hell just happened? And who were those people? Camille was little more than a teenager, delicate and still filling out, with brownish-black hair and a mixture of Asian and Caucasian features that lent her a doll-like appearance. And the big guy—Mase—had chocolate-brown skin and was scary as hell, and, well…huge. The man was built like a tank, and I thought he might’ve been able to give Jason a run for his money in the World’s Deadliest Man competition. And then there was their minds; they were just…different.
 
   A piercing scream shattered my inner monologue, and goose bumps rose under my sleeves. It was the second time I’d heard such a terror-inducing scream inside this building. I knew the stupidest thing I could possibly do was investigate, but it was also what I had to do. I couldn’t, in good conscience, just ignore the fact that somebody was apparently being tortured nearby.
 
   The last time I heard it, I’d been on the second floor, and it had sounded like the scream was coming from the stairwell. This time, it sounded louder, closer. I figured the screamer must be somewhere on the ground floor with me.
 
   Silently, I crossed to the right side of the empty, undecorated lobby and waited. And waited. And…waited.
 
   After ten minutes had passed and I’d heard nothing other than the bumblebee hum of electricity, I decided to pick one of the hallways blind. There were only two options, so my odds could’ve been worse. I chose the one with a hard-to-miss RESTRICTED sign. According to the smaller print, only personnel with white cards and something called “Re-gens” were allowed access.
 
   Taking painfully slow steps, I inched down the hallway. The walls were white and devoid of any hanging pictures or inspirational posters, with only blue-gray doors breaking up the monotony. The floor was composed of polished industrial floor tiles in various shades of off-white, and the air smelled faintly of ozone. I was thoroughly creeped out. Dumb idea to investigate, Dani. Really dumb.
 
   Ahead of me, a door swung open. Before I could turn and bolt, a small man with thick glasses poked his head around the edge. I froze. Crap.
 
   “Oh! You must be my ten-thirty. You Re-gens are so punctual. I can always count on you to be on time!” he exclaimed, rushing toward me and reaching for my arm.
 
   What’s he talking about? “Um…”
 
   “My last subject crashed a bit earlier than planned, so we can go ahead and get you set up now,” he said as he guided me toward the still-open doorway. The room beyond looked like a normal-sized classroom that had been converted into some sort of lab-meets-doctor’s-office. There was only one door into the room. Three of the room’s walls were covered in whiteboards filled with line after line of precise handwriting, while the fourth was a wall of windows, every single one shut.
 
   “I’m not…I have a…” …a nothing, I thought, recalling that my red card was still at my house.
 
   The small man led me toward what looked like a dentist’s chair and situated me in it. Nothing fun ever happened in a chair like that.
 
   “Is this your first time, er…” He picked up a clipboard from atop a nearby medical cart and glanced at the top sheet of paper, which appeared to be a schedule printout. “JD-two?”
 
   First I was a “Re-gen” and then I was “JD-two”? What the hell’s going on? The day was really starting to suck. How I’d managed to get myself into not one but two precarious situations so early in the day was beyond me. Not knowing how to respond, I nodded, fearing arguing with or disputing his assumptions would land me under the General’s radar—the one place I really couldn’t afford to be.
 
   “I’m called Dr. Maxwell, but most of you just call me Dr. Max.” Dr. Maxwell was talking to me like a young child. “It’s very nice to meet you, JD-two. Are you familiar with your”—he glanced down at the clipboard again—“telekinesis? Have you noticed that you can move things without touching them?”
 
   I stared at him, wide-eyed. If I was supposed to be telekinetic, then Dr. Maxwell was going to be mightily disappointed in my Ability, or lack thereof. “I, um…no?”
 
   He sighed. “Fortunately for you, that’s where I come in. I’m going to hook up some electrodes, and then we’ll strap you into the chair…”
 
   Wait, what? Strap me in? I glanced down and noticed padded straps dangling from the armrests and along the sides of the chair. Oh, crap. Why does he need to strap me in?
 
   “The process is painful, but you’ll find that it’s very effective in strengthening your telekinesis,” Dr. Maxwell told me.
 
   I was getting the impression that it was time to make a run for it. I was pretty sure I’d discovered the source of the screams, and I really didn’t want to be the next one to emit them.
 
   While the doctor’s back was turned to me, I quietly shifted so my legs dangled over the side of the chair. I was preparing to make like a tree and get the hell out of there, but as soon as my feet touched the floor, another, much larger man entered the room—Mase.
 
   Unlike Dr. Maxwell, who was wearing a white lab coat, Mase had changed from his street clothes into light blue scrubs. Under the florescent lights, I could see that his irises were an unusual grayish-brown. He narrowed his eyes when he looked at me, and I knew he recognized me from our recent encounter in the church-warehouse. Maybe he’ll help me—or at least let me leave.
 
   But Mase seemed to read my intentions and, after flicking his eyes to the doctor and back, shook his head the barest amount. For whatever reason, he wouldn’t let me go, or couldn’t. And he was blocking my only exit. I was stuck with a new, awful decision—torture, or death. First rape, then torture…damn it all to hell! Internally, I screamed, being sure not to lace it with any telepathic power. If I let on now that I wasn’t the telekinetic “Re-gen” Dr. Maxwell had been expecting—that I’d been pretending and therefore had been wandering around a restricted area of my own accord—the jig would be up. Damn it! I can’t believe I left that damn red card at the house!
 
   Dr. Maxwell shot the briefest glance at Mase. “Ah, there you are. MA-one will help you get situated,” he told me without looking my way.
 
   Optionless, I scooted back on the chair while the dark mountain otherwise known as Mase approached me. I sat quietly, watching his face as he strapped me in. He met my stare multiple times while he worked, his smoky-brown eyes intense and pitying. Pitying was bad…really bad. Whatever was about to happen was going to hurt—a lot.
 
   Then I had a realization that made me want to hit myself, except my arms were restrained. Oh my God, I’m such an idiot! I can talk to him in his head! I focused on Mase, on his not-quite-right mind. Camille’s had felt the same, almost like it was somewhere on the scale between animal and human, but not belonging to either group.
 
   “Please help me,” I said to him silently.
 
   He’d been focused on the restraints he was fastening just above my knees, but he froze for the briefest moment and glanced up at me.
 
   “You can talk to me silently by thinking at me.”
 
   I had the impression that he was trying to respond, but no words were coming through the mental connection. Instead, I heard bursts of white noise and, in my mind’s eye, saw something that reminded me of television snow.
 
   Panic and frustration were doing a pretty good job of overwhelming me. What about…animals’ communications always came through as images, not words. “It’s not working. I can’t hear you. Try thinking in pictures,” I told him. It was a long shot, but it was the only shot I had.
 
   Mase resumed strapping my legs down, but images began to flash through my mind. Though they started out indiscernible and choppy, they quickly formed into recognizable scenes.
 
    
 
   Me, sitting on the chair, strapped in and cooperating while Dr. Maxwell stood beside me.
 
    
 
   Mase, running down the hallway.
 
    
 
   Mase, talking to Camille.
 
    
 
   Camille, talking to Dr. Wesley.
 
    
 
   Did Mase and Camille know Dr. Wesley? What the hell is going on?
 
   Mase tensed his face in concentration, and one last image appeared in my mind.
 
    
 
   Me, smiling up at Mase and then hugging him tightly.
 
    
 
   I pursed my lips, trying to understand his meaning. He was saying I would be happy with the result of what he had planned, that I would be grateful…assuming I was interpreting the final image correctly.
 
   Mase looked up at me, raising his eyebrows and nodding. He wanted me to agree.
 
   Happy and hugging him was determinedly better than whatever form of pain Dr. Maxwell was preparing to use to supposedly enhance my Ability. I locked eyes with Mase and nodded.
 
   “I am finished. May I be excused for a few minutes, Dr. Max?” Mase asked. Unlike in the warehouse, his speech sounded odd, stilted.
 
   “What?” Dr. Maxwell glanced at him. “You just had your lunch break.”
 
   “I feel wrong…here,” Mase said, patting his abdomen.
 
   Studying Mase, the doctor took a deep breath, then expelled it slowly. “Fine, but make sure you talk to your Domestication Officer about whatever pains you’re feeling, okay?”
 
   Mase nodded, maintaining eye contact with the doctor.
 
   “Be quick about it,” Dr. Maxwell said. “I’ll need you once she starts to fight it.”
 
   That sounds really, really bad. Without sparing me another look, Mase left. I desperately hoped he found Camille quickly.
 
   For once, my hopes were realized. Mase returned minutes later, before the doctor had paid any further attention to me. He met my eyes and nodded minutely, and I allowed myself a single, relieved breath.
 
   “Alright, JD-two, let’s begin. We’ll start small and work up, so it’s not too painful to begin with,” Dr. Maxwell said, turning his attention to a small, high-tech switchboard. “MA-one—the bite protector?”
 
   Mase moved to my side and gently tapped my chin. Fearful, I looked up at him. He nodded and tried to smile, but I could tell his heart wasn’t in it; pity had filled his eyes again.
 
   Pressing on my chin, Mase opened my mouth and inserted a rubber mouth guard. My fear quadrupled, and then multiplied exponentially when he secured one last strap over my forehead. I felt like I was in an electric chair.
 
   Dr. Maxwell turned a dial on the switchboard. As an uncomfortable staticky sensation passed through my body and all of my hairs stood on end, I realized I hadn’t been wrong about the electric chair. I shifted my focus back to Mase and implored him with my eyes. I tried to speak to him telepathically, but the moment I reached for my Ability, a searing pain ricocheted in my skull and singed outward to my nerve endings. Groaning, I bit down on the mouth guard.
 
   “See, it’s working already,” Dr. Maxwell said.
 
   I hated him. He turned another dial, the electrical current increased, and I hated him even more. I felt like I was floating in a bathtub filled with stinging jellyfish. When I whimpered, he turned it up again. My lungs seized, paralyzed by the electricity coursing through my body. I couldn’t breathe.
 
   “One of the straps is tearing, Dr. Max,” I heard Mase say. His voice sounded far away and fuzzy. “Do you want me to hold her down?”
 
   “Yes, yes—it would be counterproductive to stop now. Are you wearing your gloves?”
 
   Though the doctor was fiddling with the dials on the switchboard, increasing the current further, my agony suddenly decreased and I was able to catch my breath. I glanced down to find Mase crouching beside the chair, one hand encased in a thick, black rubber glove and covering part of the strap holding down my hips, the other wedged between the chair and my lower back, the flesh of his palm pressed flush against my bare skin. As I stared into his grayish-brown eyes, I understood. He was absorbing the electrical current, sharing my pain by diffusing the current with his much larger body.
 
   Holding his gaze, I screamed into the mouth guard, pretending my agony was so great that I couldn’t possibly take any more. I hoped the show would finally convince the doctor that it was time to end the electroshock session. It didn’t.
 
   Instead, Dr. Maxwell made another increase, and I jerked and screamed again, no longer pretending. I couldn’t believe Mase was holding still of his own accord, his clenched jaw his only sign of discomfort. Tears streamed from my eyes, and I shook my head back and forth as much as my restraints would allow. It wasn’t his pain to bear, and I didn’t want him to be hurting for me. He doesn’t even know me.
 
   The door opened and a tall, dark-haired woman in a white lab coat strode into the room.
 
   “John, stop this at once!” she demanded. “This isn’t JD-two! She’s a special project of mine and you might be ruining her with your tests!” Through the white haze clouding my vision, it took me a few moments to identify her as Dr. Wesley.
 
   The electrical current immediately vanished, and my entire body filled with the most intense pins-and-needles sensation I’d ever experienced. I felt Mase remove his hand from my back, but I couldn’t tear my eyes away from Dr. Wesley.
 
   “MA-one, release her restraints right now,” she said. “Take her to my office and wait for me there.”
 
   Mase didn’t seem to be having nearly as much trouble as I was with the aftereffects of the twisted electroshock therapy. He unstrapped me, slipped his powerful arms beneath my shoulders and knees, and picked me up effortlessly.
 
   Once we were in the hallway and out of Dr. Maxwell’s sight, I wrapped my arms around Mase’s neck, buried my face in his scrubs, and began sobbing. “Thank you…thank you…thank you…” I repeated over and over again. He hadn’t prevented the pain altogether, but he’d shared it and had done what he could to make it stop.
 
   We walked for a short time, Mase carrying me and me crying uncontrollably, but eventually his steps ceased.
 
   “Camille,” he called. “Let me in. I have her.”
 
   But it wasn’t Camille who responded. There was the sound of a door opening, quickly followed by Gabe’s demanding voice. “Here, set her down over here. How far did he get in the process? What was the highest level he reached?”
 
   When Mase tried to lower me onto a couch, I tightened my hold around his neck and whimpered. I wasn’t ready to let go.
 
   He made a low, rough sound—almost a growl—and turned, still cradling me in his arms as he seated himself on the couch. “Dr. Max just raised her to level six,” Mase said. He started rubbing gentle circles on my back as I continued to cry against his shoulder.
 
   “Level six! Her synapses must be fried!” Gabe exclaimed. “Dani? Can you hear me?” His voice was closer, more urgent. “Do you know who I am?”
 
   Someone too small to be Gabe sat down beside Mase, lifting my feet and resting my legs on his or her lap. It must be Camille. She slipped slim fingers beneath the rolled cuff of my too-long jeans, wrapped her hand around my ankle, and started humming an unrecognizable lullaby. Her angelic song, or maybe it was her touch, was so soothing that I felt my body begin to calm, the pins and needles begin to fade.
 
   “Dani?” Gabe repeated.
 
   I felt hands on my hair, brushing it back and trying to turn my head. I tensed and pressed my face harder against Mase’s scrubs. Twice he’d helped me in the past few hours. In such a foreign, friendless place, he’d proven himself to be an ally…to be safe. I wasn’t ready to let go of that security. I missed my friends—my Jason—and being held by someone I could trust, at least for a little while, was like ice on a burn: it wouldn’t fix the pain and loneliness forever, but it was a damn good temporary salve.
 
   “Please, Dani,” Gabe said, again trying to turn my head.
 
   Mase’s chest rumbled against my ear. “Let her be.”
 
   “I can’t…I need to know if she’s…if she’s still…” Gabe made a choking sound, and his hands dropped away from my hair. “Oh God, what have I done? How could I have brought her here? It’s just like before…it’s always going to be like before. Forgive me. Please…forgive me.” From the sound of his voice, I was pretty sure he was crying.
 
   “She spoke earlier, when we first left the electrotherapy lab,” Mase said quietly. “I don’t think she’s broken.”
 
   “But…how? Level six—” Gabe’s voice was strained. “Even if it was only for a few seconds…”
 
   “He starts me on ten. Level six is nothing to a Re-gen,” Mase said.
 
   “What are you saying?”
 
   I felt Mase briefly raise his shoulders. “I shared it.”
 
   “You shared it?”
 
   When Mase spoke, he sounded a little uncomfortable. “When she was at level three, I touched her here”—he ceased his back-rubbing for a moment to lift up the hem of my shirt and lightly touch my lower back; the patch of skin felt tender, almost like I had a bad sunburn—“and the electricity flowed through me, too.”
 
   “How did you know it would work?” Gabe asked.
 
   “I didn’t.”
 
   “I’m so proud of you, Giant,” Camille said, pausing her hypnotizing song.
 
   After a long moment filled only with Camille’s humming, Gabe said, “You two aren’t like the other Re-gens, are you?”
 
   I jumped at the sound of the office door opening. “Camille, Mase, I need you both to get back to your usual duties. We can’t have anyone asking questions about you two,” Dr. Wesley said.
 
   “But—” Mase said, raising me a little for emphasis.
 
   “Thank you for what you did today, Mase, but Dr. McLaughlin and I will take it from here. She’ll be safe with me, I promise.” Dr. McLaughlin…is that Gabe? “Just set her on the couch and return to Dr. Maxwell’s office. Camille, I believe General Herodson is expecting you for today’s batch?”
 
   “Yes,” Camille said, and she and Mase shifted me around so they were no longer under me. I was suddenly alone on the couch.
 
   I curled up on my side facing the back cushions and squeezed my eyes shut. How had the world turned into such a nightmare? Will it ever get better?
 
   I heard two sets of footsteps, and then the sound of the door opening and closing again.
 
   There was a heavy, female sigh. “Well?”
 
   “Well, what?” Gabe asked.
 
   “Just say it already. I’m too tired for these games, Gabriel.” Dr. Wesley really did sound exhausted.
 
   “You’ve been keeping secrets from me, Wes,” Gabe said, his voice low and accusatory. All signs of his earlier grief had disappeared. Now he sounded pissed.
 
   Dr. Wesley laughed, a sound that was equally rough and musical. “I keep many secrets from many people. Just part of the job, I suppose. But those two are a couple of my best secrets.”
 
   “You’re playing with fire, Wes. If he discovers the truth about them, that the Re-gens aren’t all under his absolute control—”
 
   “I’m fully aware.” Even more exhaustion laced the doctor’s voice. “But what could he possibly do to me that he hasn’t already?”
 
   “Wes—”
 
   “I’ll give her a sedative,” Dr. Wesley said, ignoring Gabe’s single, plaintive word. I could hear her moving around behind me, opening a drawer, tearing open a plastic package, stepping closer to me. I didn’t care. “She’ll be out for a few hours, but when she wakes up, she should be back to normal, more or less. You’ll have to inform her of the initial and long-term side effects of the electrotherapy.”
 
   I felt the prick of a needle in my upper arm, but didn’t react.
 
   “You can come back down here and take her home when your shift is over.”
 
   “I want to stay with—”
 
   “No.” Dr. Wesley’s voice was soft, but firm. “You need to get back to work. You’ve missed too much lab time as it is. It doesn’t do any of us any good if you get caught—especially not her.” She paused, and I heard Gabe sigh. “You need to stay in control, Gabriel, otherwise…”
 
   Their words faded out as I sank into unconsciousness’s gentle embrace.
 
    
 
   ~~~~~
 
    
 
   “Eat,” Gabe said. He was sitting across from me at my kitchen table, watching me move unenticing food around on my plate. He’d hustled me home shortly after I woke up in Dr. Wesley’s office, about an hour ago. He’d only left me for a moment to change out of his work clothes at his house, which turned out to be right next door. “Please, Dani. After what happened today, your body—you need to eat.”
 
   I dropped my fork, letting it clink loudly on the brown-speckled stoneware plate. The last thing I wanted was to take a single bite of the roasted chicken, mashed potatoes, gravy, and peas he’d brought from the cafeteria near his lab. In fact, I didn’t want to eat another thing that had been prepared in the Colony. I didn’t even want to breathe the air. Who knew if it held some repulsive mind-controlling agent, some failsafe in case the General’s grasp slipped.
 
   “After what happened today,” I said, repeating his words. “Why don’t we talk about what happened today.” As I spoke, I speared him to his seat with an accusing glare. Based on what he’d said in Dr. Wesley’s office, he obviously knew quite a bit about the ridiculously painful electroshock torture I’d been subjected to. I needed answers…an explanation…something.
 
   “What do you mean?” Gabe asked, lowering his eyes to stare at the far corner of the table.
 
   “What did happen today, exactly?” Before he opened his mouth, before I even knew if he would answer, I added, “What are Re-gens? How are Camille and Mase different? What secrets has Dr. Wesley been hiding from you? And why the hell is someone in your building electrocuting people?” It took an effort to keep myself from shouting. “Would a warning have been so difficult?”
 
   Sighing and slouching in his chair, Gabe finally made eye contact with me. “Re-gens are…they’re complicated.” He shook his head. “I’ll drop you by Wes’s office first thing tomorrow. She can explain it a lot better than I can; after all, she’s the one who created them. As for those two—Camille and Mase—all I know is that they’re apparently different from other Re-gens.” He frowned. “I don’t know why, or how.”
 
   “And the electroshock crap? Is there some sort of purpose, or do you Colonists just get a sick kick out of torturing people?”
 
   Gabe pulled the elastic band away from the base of his skull and let his golden hair fall around his face. “The electrotherapy—that’s what we call it—is the quickest way we’ve found to strengthen a person’s Ability. The effects are unprecedented.” He paused, pain and regret filling his eyes. “But we’ve learned that it’s too dangerous to use on humans.”
 
   I fought the urge to pick up my fork and throw it at him. “Then why the hell did that psycho Dr. Maxwell have a full schedule of people to electrotherapize?”
 
   The corner of Gabe’s mouth twitched. Apparently, my little tantrum was amusing him.
 
   If he smiles, I’m throwing my plate at him.
 
   “It’s too dangerous for humans—not for Re-gens,” he told me.
 
   I scoffed. “Mase and Camille looked pretty human to me. If it walks like a duck, talks like a duck…”
 
   Gabe said nothing, simply stared at me.
 
   “Oh, come on. You’re not saying they’re not human!” I exclaimed. “That’s ridiculous!” Is it? I recalled how different their minds had felt—closer to animal than human. But they’re people!
 
   A single, blond eyebrow rose over Gabe’s eye.
 
   “Fine,” I said, sitting back and crossing my arms. “Say I do believe you and they’re—I don’t know, aliens or something…why doesn’t the electrotherapy hurt them like it does humans?”
 
   “It has to do with the process they go through when becoming Re-gens.”
 
   “Which is…?”
 
   Gabe’s mouth did quirk up at the corner that time. “Something you’ll find out from Wes tomorrow…if she decides to explain it to you.”
 
   Sensing I wouldn’t get any more information on the Re-gens out of him, I changed the subject. “So…I didn’t die from the electrotherapy. Does that mean my Ability’s going to be stronger?”
 
   Too impatient to wait for Gabe’s answer, I tried to use my telepathy—and hit a brain-numbing electrical wall. “Ahhhgggg!” I cried out, hunching over, clutching both sides of my head.
 
   Large, gentle hands covered mine, and I looked up. Gabe was standing beside my chair, gazing down at me with sympathy-filled eyes. “Yes, you will…but not until the electrical charges fully integrate with your natural synapses. It usually takes about twenty-four hours. Until that happens, using your Ability will be impossible, and attempting to do so will be extremely painful. Also, your Ability may fluctuate—a lot—over the next few months. It might even change, to some degree.”
 
   Attempting to do so will be extremely painful. Through clenched teeth, I said, “Painful…you have no idea.” Painful was an understatement.
 
   He offered me a small smile. “Actually, I do,” he said softly.
 
   Stunned, I stared up at him. He was telling me that he’d gone through the whole process too, probably months ago. It explained why his dreamwalking Ability was so strong.
 
   “Now, will you please eat?”
 
   I shook my head and pushed my plate away, glaring at the food. “This…it’s pretty much the product of slave labor. I—I just can’t.”
 
   “And you wasting away during a hunger strike—what good would that do anyone?”
 
   I shrugged.
 
   Gabe reached out and placed his hand under my chin. Gently, he tilted my face up so I was looking at him. “How about if I make pancakes. Would you eat those?”
 
   My stomach growled, and I failed to hide my eager grin.
 
   Gabe laughed softly. “So it looks like you’ll be living off a steady diet of pancakes and spaghetti until you get out of here, since that pretty much exhausts my culinary repertoire,” he joked.
 
   I chuckled until I fully comprehended what he’d said. Until you get out of here. “We,” I clarified. “You meant, ‘Until we get out of here,’ right?”
 
   “Dani…” Gabe turned away and started toward the kitchen, but not before I saw his pensive frown.
 
   “No!” I jumped to my feet and followed him, snatching his wrist to stop his retreat. “You have to come with me, Gabe—you and the woman you told me about. Promise me,” I urged. He’d been spending so much time with me, there was no way the General wouldn’t catch onto his free state of mind once I escaped; I might as well have installed a neon sign inside his office blaring GABE IS A TRAITOR! I needed to get out of the Colony, but Gabe’s life wasn’t an acceptable price.
 
   He shook his head, avoiding my eyes. “Dani, I—”
 
   “You owe me,” I practically growled. “Promise me you’re coming with me when I leave.”
 
   The moment between my demand and his answer was tense, filled only with the sound of our breathing. “Fine,” he eventually said.
 
   “Promise me,” I demanded quietly.
 
   Finally, he met my eyes. “I promise I’ll come with you when you leave.”
 
   “Thank you,” I whispered, releasing his wrist and letting him go.
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   ZOE
 
   MARCH 18, 1AE
 
    
 
   Unable to wait idly by, wondering why Dani hadn’t contacted Jason first thing this morning as planned, I needed to preoccupy myself. Since the box was fresh on my mind, I decided it was time to open the damn thing.
 
   Jason seemed wound more tightly than usual, so I wasn’t surprised by his absence in the house. Knowing he had the box and would want to open it with me, I was resolved to find him. Since my brother was still healing, I knew he couldn’t have gone very far, so I could investigate the ghost town in the process of looking for him.
 
   After I donned a fresh pair of cargo pants and a white tank top, I heard footsteps in the hallway.
 
   “You look like you’re on a mission,” Jake said from the doorway.
 
   I glanced up from tying my boots. “Sort of.”
 
   He leaned against the door frame and crossed his arms over his chest, waiting for me to explain.
 
   “I’m going to find Jason. There’s something we need to talk about.” I didn’t mean to be so vague, but I had enough on my mind.
 
   “Sounds serious,” he said lightly, and when I didn’t answer he continued, “He’s been in a bad mood lately. Are you sure—”
 
   “Jason’s always in a bad mood. I’ll be fine.” I smiled weakly and stood up. It was hard to ignore Jake’s penetrating stare as he attempted to gauge my mood; he wanted to say more.
 
   I snatched my leather jacket off the back of the chair.
 
   “Zoe, we need to—”
 
   “I can’t really talk right now, Jake.” I shrugged on my jacket. “Maybe later?” Giving him a pleading look, I strode past.
 
   He reached out to stop me. “Zoe—”
 
   “There’s a lot going on right now, Jake.” I knew the longer I stood there, the harder it would be to walk away. “We’re both treading water, just trying to stay afloat, and I think we need to take a step back for a while. Get some clarity.” The words tasted sour and wrong, but needed to be said all the same.
 
   Without giving him a chance to respond, I patted the gun attached to my thigh, ensuring it was there, and hurried down the stairs, calling for Cooper to accompany me outside as added protection. We made our way out of the old house, and I took a much-needed, deep, calming breath.
 
   Pulling my hair up into a ponytail, I plodded down the four wooden steps on the porch and stepped onto the dirt road that ran through the center of town. Main Street, I supposed…but then, as far as I could tell, it was the only street. 
 
   The weather was warmer than it had been in a while, but a little gusty, causing mini dust devils to whirl here and there along the abandoned street and the hanging signs to clack and clang against the Old West storefronts. The smell of wood and dust reminded me a little of the barn at our old camp. I liked it.
 
   Standing in front of the Sackett House afforded me a decent view of the town. Two surprisingly well-maintained rows of antique buildings stretched out before me. Upon noticing the saloon sign at the end of the road advertising “a good time,” I smiled. The church to the left of it resembled a log cabin, and the general store to the right was rickety enough to believe it might have been completely authentic.
 
   If I were Jason, where would I be? I figured he wasn’t morbid enough to hang out at the undertaker’s, so I continued on and headed quickly toward a log structure quite a bit smaller than the church—the sheriff’s office a few buildings down from the boarding house. That seemed a little more like a spot Jason would choose to hang out in. Pausing on the road in front of the sheriff’s, I studied the building. It looked like the door hadn’t been opened in a while, but I assumed there was a back entrance, so that didn’t necessarily mean anything.
 
   Quietly, I walked up onto the front porch to the door and stilled, listening closely. I could hear a muted scraping sound—like metal on wood, a sound that reminded me of my woodsmith dad—and I placed my hand on the hilt of my pistol. The repetitive scratching continued, broken only by the sound of someone clearing their throat behind the sun-bleached wooden door.
 
   I crept toward the window set off to the right, careful not to alert whoever was inside in case it wasn’t one of my companions, and peered through the dusty glass. I let out a relieved breath; it was Jason. He was sitting near the window in an old wooden chair by a simple oak desk, hunched over, with his back to me.
 
   I moved back to the door and opened it.
 
   Jason jumped in his seat, then turned his head to glare at me. Even Jack started from his curled position in a patch of sunlight streaming through the window.
 
   “Sorry,” I said, trying not to enjoy his surprise too much. “What are you doing in here?” I glanced over at the single jail cell and the sign above it that read, Take Your Picture Here!
 
   “Nothing.”
 
   My eyebrow rose in question, but I didn’t push the issue. Jason wasn’t one for sharing, and like me, he had a lot to deal with, so I tried to respect his privacy by pretending I didn’t care. I approached the chair on the other side of the desk and plopped down, slouching like I was back in high school and had so many better places to be.
 
   “What do you want?” He shifted in his seat, hunching his shoulders even more. His combat knife was in his hand, and it made me think of the rolled-up carving tool kit I’d spotted when I’d been rummaging through his bag in search of a sweatshirt. “You’re carving again?”
 
   Jason looked down at the desk, where an “R” and an “E” were carved into its surface. He covered the letters with his palm.
 
   “Not that,” I said, rolling my eyes. “The kit. I saw it in your bag. I also stole one of your sweatshirts,” I added in case he cared.
 
   I couldn’t remember the last time I’d seen Jason work with wood. For years, he and Dad had been nearly inseparable, spending hours upon hours out in Dad’s workshop. But that changed when Jason left for the Army. He’d left his tools behind, and everything fell apart after that. Dad hadn’t worked in the shop as much, and his constant state of distraction had worsened, especially when Jason stopped calling or coming home when he was on leave.
 
   Like Jason, my dad was the epitome of “emotionally unavailable.” When I was younger it hadn’t seemed so bad, but as I grew older they both became more withdrawn. If it hadn’t been for Dani, I would have been utterly alone. It was like Jason had been the glue keeping our fractured family together.
 
   “I miss the smell of his shop,” I said absently. Jason only stared at me. I also missed the smell of Dad’s aftershave and the smoky barbeque scent that clung to the house whenever Jason was making dinner.
 
   “Why can’t I remember things like that more often instead of having those stupid dreams all the time?” I asked, not expecting him to answer.
 
   “Of Mom? You’re still having them?” He set down his knife and leaned back in his chair.
 
   Surprised by his interest, I nodded. Jason hadn’t seemed interested in my dreams of the faceless woman since I was a little girl. When I was five years old, I’d run crying into his room across the hall after one of my nightmares, as I’d done countless times before. But unlike all the times before, he’d refused to let me crawl into bed beside him. “Grow up, Zoe,” he’d said. Was that the night everything changed between us? I couldn’t help but wonder what had caused the change. Was it Dad? Was it something I did? Maybe it had nothing to do with me at all.
 
   “I stopped having them for a while, before the shit hit the fan, but they’re back. They’ve changed a little, but they’re the same basic thing as before.”
 
   Jason glanced out the window, and I wished I knew what he was thinking.
 
   “I’m tired of it, Jason.” I fiddled with my fingers, nervous what his reaction might be. “I want the dreams to stop.”
 
   He looked back at me expectantly.
 
   “Dani told me you have the box…and the key.”
 
   Jason said nothing, simply reclaiming his knife and twisting it point-first on the desk.
 
   “I want to open it,” I said without hesitation. I wanted to open our dad’s box to rid myself of the looming burden of the unknown. “What if whatever’s in it could fix…could stop the dreams?”
 
   My brother’s eyes met mine—really met them for the first time in days—and for an instant I saw a reflection of my own curiosity flicker in their blue depths. It only lasted a moment. Jason narrowed his eyes and shook his head, disappointed. “Dani’s still with them, and you’re worried about the fucking box?” His voice was cold, everything I should’ve expected but hadn’t been prepared for.
 
   I stood up, resentment surmounting my weariness. “Like I could forget,” I snapped. “Opening the box isn’t only up to you, Jason.”
 
   While my brother was currently living in a world devoid of any emotions other than anger and despair, I was haunted by fear and an acute loneliness that I didn’t understand. I wanted to open the damn box and finally gain some resolution.
 
   “I’m the one who has nightmares almost every night. I’m the one who can’t remember Mom. Jesus, Jason, I’ve never even seen a picture of her,” I screeched. Desperation bubbled in my voice. “I’m sick of being in the dark!” I’m sick of feeling like an outcast in my own family!
 
   My brother just watched me, emotionless, still twirling the knife on its point.
 
   “I don’t know why I expected you to care. You never have before,” I spit out and rushed to the door. I needed to distance myself from him before I said something worse, something I would regret.
 
   Sensing no alarming emotions, I fled, Cooper trotting beside me. I cared little where my feet landed as I tromped across the dirt road, between two unmarked buildings, and into the woods beyond. Why does he have to make everything so damn difficult? Ever since Dani’s kidnapping, all Jason did was rage and brood and act like he’d lost everything. Part of me understood him, could relate to the anger and turmoil that blazed in his eyes. But he wasn’t the only one hurting. I’d lost Dani, too. And our dad. I’d lost my friends and family, and I was somehow coping with it.
 
   Stumbling out into a clearing of moss-covered boulders and fallen trees, I sat down on the thick trunk of a pine that had toppled over long ago. It was smothered in lichen, and I began adamantly picking the orange and green fungus from its defenseless host, each pick and gouge of my thumb and index finger more determined than the last. I barely noticed Cooper loping off to explore the surrounding woods.
 
   After all that’s changed…after everything, Jason is still…Jason. His stubborn, closed-off attitude seemed like the only thing in the world that hadn’t changed. It had been too much to hope that he would really talk to me. For the first time in…ever, I felt like we actually had something to talk about—the end of the world, him sleeping with my best friend, him knowing Sanchez from before—but he clearly didn’t agree.
 
   I’m opening that fucking box.
 
   You’re frowning again, Zo, Dani’s voice echoed in my head. It’s not pretty. You should really stop. It wasn’t really her, but the imaginary version of her I’d come to rely on over the past few months. Sometimes I wondered if I might be going a little bit crazy.
 
   I leaned forward, my elbows resting on my knees as my fingertips found their way to my temples, massaging in an attempt to loosen the pressure wrapping itself around my brain. I thought about never finding Dani and of my brother’s infuriating…everything. I thought about Jake and his sister and losing him for good.
 
   “Nothing is okay anymore,” I whispered as I let out a much-needed breath. I exhaled again, my eyes stinging.
 
   “One day at a time, Zo,” I said after exhaling another deep breath.
 
   A gray squirrel scurried from boulder to boulder, stopping momentarily to sniff the air. His beady eyes met mine before he bounded away, his scraggly tail undulating behind him.
 
   Slow, heavy footsteps interrupted my musings. I didn’t bother looking back. The complete void of any emotion settling in my mind told me it was Jason.
 
   He stopped behind me but said nothing.
 
   I didn’t turn around. “What do you want?”
 
   I heard a long, deep exhale. “Once we open the box, there’ll be nothing left,” he said. He’d obviously thought about opening it, even if he was opposed to doing it at the moment. I understood his hesitancy. Part of me was nervous to discover what was inside, to open it and examine the last remaining pieces we had left of our parents. But the burden of not knowing what was in the box outweighed my reluctance.
 
   “I need to know, Jason.” My voice was only a whisper among the sound of chirping finches jumping from branch to branch and woodpeckers hammering on a nearby tree.
 
   “Know what? What the hell do you think’s in there? Mom and Dad won’t come back to life just because you—”
 
   “Answers!” I shouted and stood to face him. “I think there’ll be answers!”
 
   Jason looked at me like I was nuts. “Answers to what?”
 
   “Umm, I don’t know. Let me think—what happened to us, maybe,” I said, laying on sarcasm as thickly as possible. “Or what the hell is so damn secret that Dad would hide the box in the first place.”
 
   “What do you mean, ‘what happened to us’?” he asked, and his obliviousness pissed me off even more.
 
   “This…” I gestured between us.
 
   He rolled his eyes. “Oh, come on.”
 
   “This isn’t normal, Jason. We can barely stand to be around each other, and half the time I don’t even know why.”
 
   He scowled.
 
   “Look, it doesn’t even matter. You don’t have to look in the box, okay? But I deserve to know what’s in it. Dad left us the key; he must’ve wanted us to know what’s inside. I have so many questions, and there could be answers in there—”
 
   “Or not,” he said calmly.
 
   I turned away from him and started pacing. “Isn’t it weird that I don’t know anything about Mom? Would it really hurt to know who the hell she was or what she even looked like? Why wouldn’t Dad ever talk about her? Shouldn’t he have gotten over her death—”
 
   “Gotten over it?” Jason sounded offended.
 
   “You know what I mean. Don’t you think she’d want her own daughter to know who she was? I am her daughter, right? Or is that the big secret? Are we not really siblings? Is that why you hate me?” My voice was more scornful than I’d meant it to be, but letting out my frustration felt like finally taking a breath after holding it for years.
 
   “Don’t be stupid—”
 
   “Stupid? You and Dad have always walked on eggshells around me, and neither of you ever tell me anything. Dad always looked at me with sadness and I have no idea why. You can barely stand the sight of me!” Saying the last bit out loud hurt more than I’d expected.
 
   Confusion flashed across Jason’s face, but he said nothing.
 
   “I’m tired of being in the dark just because I was too fucking young to remember anything. I’m tired of you looking at me like I did something wrong.”
 
   “Knock it off, Zoe. You don’t know what the fuck you’re talking about.” His tone was cold and flat, which only ignited my anger more.
 
   “Would you stop being an asshole for once in your life? I barely know you because you always stop a conversation before it starts or you’re too busy or you’re in a bad mood or you’re off with some girl…take your pick! The way you glare at me all the time, like you’re judging me, is getting old. You’ve never been around or cared what the hell happened to me. There has to be a reason. It’s the end of the fucking world and you still can’t stand the sight of me—or is that just second nature from all the years of practice?”
 
   “God, you can be such a bitch,” he replied, shaking his head in disbelief.
 
   I glared at him, using my frustration to keep the tears at bay. “Yeah, maybe, but you know what I’m talking about. I’m not blind, and it hurts. I—”
 
   “You want to know why I hate looking at you?” he interrupted, taking a step closer to me. His intense eyes fixed on mine.
 
   You want to know why I hate looking at you? Hearing him say it stung, and I took a cowering step back.
 
   “You look exactly like her. The older you get…” He shook his head. “You think I want to remember Mom every time I look at you? Remember her accident…that she’s dead?” His eyes searched mine, hostility burning in their blue depths, and resentment dripped from his tone. But in an instant, his expression blanked. I wasn’t sure if I’d really seen remorse flicker across his face, or if he was even capable of remorse. Either way, the truth was finally out.
 
   I felt my face fall, and another lump swelled in my throat. “Oh,” was all I could manage to say. Jason’s eyes thawed momentarily, considering something, but I turned away from him. In a strange way, I understood him…empathized with him.
 
   My mind was reeling. I was embarrassed but also relieved. I finally knew the cause of Jason’s distance—I looked like our mom. The fact that I resembled her filled me with joy, but it was a bittersweet joy. Jason had known our mom, had been nurtured by her most of his childhood. He remembered what it felt like to be around her every day—and what it felt like when she was suddenly torn away.
 
   I heard Jason walk away behind me, leaving me alone with my thoughts. A sense of helplessness settled over me. Even though I understood why Jason distanced himself, there was nothing I could do about it, about the way I looked. I sat back down on the log. There were still unanswered questions. Why didn’t Dad ever talk to me about her?
 
   Only a few moments passed before, again, I heard footsteps approaching. I turned around to find Jason standing there with Dad’s small, cedar box gripped in his hands. The key swung from a chain wrapped around his thumb.
 
   My heart sputtered to a halt as he stepped over the fallen log to sit down beside me, setting the box between us. We looked at each other with silent understanding, and then he handed me the old-fashioned iron key. The moment we’ve both been waiting for…and dreading. We were finally going to know what was in the stupid box. For a long time, all I could do was stare at it.
 
   “Just open the damn thing, Zoe,” Jason said impatiently.
 
   Biting the inside of my cheek to avoid smiling at his mounting curiosity, I placed the tiny, ornate key into the lock. With a click, the box was unlocked. I scooted closer to Jason, still balancing the box on the log between us. Running my fingers over the intricately carved scrollwork on the lid, I slowly lifted it open.
 
   A cedar scent escaped its stuffy confines, and I wondered when it had last been opened. The wood’s grain was rainbowed with coppers, reds, and browns, and the initials “TJC” were etched in the bottom right corner on the inside of the lid—confirmation that the box had been handcrafted by my dad.
 
   Peering inside, I examined its contents. A folded newspaper clipping lay on top. I carefully lifted it out, revealing what I assumed was my mom’s gold wedding band resting on the box’s black velvet lining. Beside it lay a lock of long, black hair tied with a white lace ribbon. Beneath that was a small envelope.
 
   My eyes flicked to Jason’s, and when I realized his attention was focused solely on the items inside, I painstakingly picked up the gold ring and studied it. It was delicate and dainty. I checked the inside of the band for an inscription before slipping it onto my left ring finger, imagining what it might have looked like on my mom’s hand. It fit perfectly. I glanced at Jason again, and his eyes darted to mine. He nodded for me to continue.
 
   I turned my attention to the lock of hair. Picking it up, I examined the long, thick black strands, wondering how old our mom had been when she’d given it to our dad. It made sense that she had black hair like us—our dad’s was much lighter, though it had been mostly gray all my life. I let the silky wisps fan across my fingers before setting the black tresses back inside the box. I lifted out the folded newspaper clipping. It was yellowed, and the black print was so faded I struggled to read it.
 
   “It’s their wedding announcement,” I mumbled. “Do you want me to read it?”
 
   Jason closed his eyes and took a deep breath, giving me a hesitant nod.
 
   “San Diego—California. Miss Annabel Elizabeth and Mr. Thomas Cartwright of this city were privately joined on Tuesday night, January 3, at City Hall. Directly after exchanging vows, Mr. and Mrs. Cartwright left for their honeymoon in Mexico.”
 
   I was disappointed by the absence of any photos or interesting details about them. I handed the clipping to Jason and reached for the last item in the box—the envelope. Opening the flap, I was careful not to tear the well-worn paper.
 
   My fingers fumbled with the page as I pulled it free. Glancing to the bottom of the letter, I saw her name, Anna, written in a slanted script. I looked at Jason. He folded the wedding announcement he’d been rereading and placed it in the lid of the box.
 
   “It’s from her,” I clarified, making sure he realized the significance of the letter. “You want me to read it out loud?” My voice cracked. I was both scared and ecstatic to read our mom’s words.
 
   Again, Jason hesitated before nodding.
 
   Clearing my throat, I began to speak. My voice sounded foreign, and my mounting anxiety made me feel nauseated. “‘Tom,’” I said, trying to ignore the strangeness I felt in reading our mom’s private words to our dad. “‘Please know that I love you very much. I’ve loved you since the first time I saw you. The sight of you completely crumbled my resolve to never date a…’” The next word caught in my throat. Holy shit. I tried not to wrinkle the paper in my clenched, frozen fingers.
 
   “What? Why’d you stop?”
 
   I took a weary breath, knowing Jason wasn’t going to like what he heard next, and continued. “‘…crumbled my resolve to never date a military man…’”
 
   Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Jason stiffen. Like me, he’d apparently had no idea Dad was ever in the service. But for Jason, that omission was a far greater insult than it was for me. Not wanting to see his expression, I read on. “‘…but your smile alone dulled every rational part of me. I’m glad it did. I’m sorry I had to leave, but please remember that it wasn’t by choice.’”
 
   This time I couldn’t help glancing at Jason. He was frowning.
 
   “Maybe they were having problems and she left for a while,” I suggested, grasping for a shred of understanding. But reading the date on the top of the page, I realized something was wrong. “It’s dated two days after she died,” I told him, pointing at the date to make sure I hadn’t misread it. “Right?”
 
   The crease between his eyebrows deepened, and he nodded.
 
   “But the accident…and Dad practically disowned you when you joined the Army,” I said dumbly. “He hated the military. I don’t understand.” I tried to push away the crushing realization that, for whatever reason, Dad had lied to us. “Does any of this make sense to you?” I asked, hopeful.
 
   “Keep reading,” Jason ordered, unblinking as he stared ahead. He wasn’t showing any outward reaction, and I couldn’t feel his emotions, but somehow, deep down, I knew he was filled with a violent maelstrom of confusion, disbelief, betrayal, and anger that easily rivaled mine.
 
   I refocused on the letter. “‘It’s best if the kids never know the truth,’” I read hollowly. “‘Tell them whatever they need to hear so they never come looking for me. It’s safer for them that way. We both know this.’” I hesitated, trying to rein in the sudden suffocating pain I felt in my chest. “‘Remember, every scar makes us stronger. We have to be strong…for them. This is for the best. Love them, Tom, for the both of us, and take care of our family. I love you, all of you, always. Yours forever, Anna.’”
 
   The letter fell from between my fingers. “She left us,” I whispered.
 
   Abruptly, Jason stood. He said nothing, just stalked back toward the ghost town, while I stayed behind, motionless…heartbroken…betrayed. I didn’t doubt that the same emotions fueled his actions as he disappeared through the trees.
 
   I looked down into my lap. The thin, worn letter still rested between my fingertips. It seemed impossible that our dad had lied to us for so long, that he’d kept so many secrets. As I stared blankly at my mom’s words, my eyes began to sting and the writing turned blurry.
 
   It wasn’t long until Jason reemerged through the trees, a giant ax gripped in his right hand. He passed by me without even sparing a glance in my direction. I watched him stalk away, his steps determined, until he was out of sight again, deeper in the scrubby woods. In the distance, I could hear the sound of the ax blade splintering wood.
 
   I’d never pretended to know my brother well, but his eyes tended to deceive him—they always had. When Dad cursed him for joining the Army, his eyes had filled with sadness. And seven years ago, when Dani and I had wandered home after a day basking in the sun on the beach, a look of wonder had filled his eyes as he looked at her—like he’d discovered something hidden, something pure. So the emptiness I saw in his eyes when he walked past me with the ax told me how much our dad had hurt him. How much our mom had. Why’d they do it? Why’d they lie?
 
   As I slipped the note back in its envelope, I noticed something else inside—a photo. The back was discolored and the edges were torn, but the moment I saw the cursive name written in faded black ink on the back, my heartbeat quickened. Anna.
 
   I slowly flipped the photo over to find the image of a woman who could only be my mom staring back at me. Her hair was straight and black like mine, some of it hanging past her shoulders while stray wisps were suspended on a breeze, frozen in time. Her eyes were like Jason’s and mine, as bright and vivid as gemstones; they could’ve been green or blue or maybe both, and they were surrounded by dark, thick lashes. Though her gaze was shrewd, she looked happy. Her full, pink lips were pulled into a broad smile that revealed perfectly white, straight teeth. She was wearing a white eyelet skirt and a purple tank top that exposed her pale skin and slender frame. Beside her, a resplendent collection of driftwood and green and white sea glass rested on the sand. Her bare legs were folded under her, her yellow painted toes peeking out. Although her right arm was raised as though it was draped around someone, the photo was torn in their place. All I could see was a child’s hand resting on her skirt. Jason’s hand. Does he remember taking this picture? She, Anna, my mom…was real. She was stunning, and seeing her for the first time sent silent tears streaking down my cheeks.
 
   I wasn’t sure which feelings made it so difficult to breathe: desperation—grief—resentment—curiosity—maybe love? Did I love my mom? I didn’t know if I could. I loved her for existing, for being alive and so vibrant, even if it was only in a picture. But she’d left me…us. Part of me hated her for that, and hated my dad for lying to us. He’d cheated us out of ever knowing the truth, and his death had cheated us out of ever knowing the reason for the lies. I wanted to scream…but instead I just cried.
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   DANI
 
   MARCH 18, 1AE
 
    
 
   Dr. Wesley studied me, her gaze sharp and unwavering. I was in her office, again, sitting on her small, unyielding sofa, again—but unlike the last time, I wasn’t lost in a haze of pain. I was paying attention. The décor was as stark and no-nonsense as the doctor herself, lacking any embellishments or personal touches.
 
   Dr. Wesley sat behind her wide, wooden desk, looking as exhausted as she’d sounded the previous day, and I felt a little guilty about the arsenal of questions I’d just launched at her. Anything and everything I could think to ask about the Re-gens, her work in the Colony, and the Colony in general had erupted from my mouth.
 
   “I’ll answer your questions,” she finally conceded, and I squirmed under the intensity of her stare. “But nothing I tell you gets written down.” She made a shooing motion in my direction. “Put that away.”
 
   I glanced down at the small notebook on my lap. Later, when my Ability finally came back online, I was planning to relay everything I’d learned over the past day and a half to Zoe, Jason, and the others, and it would be a whole lot easier if I was able to take notes. But, once the doctor pointed it out, I realized it was one of the dumbest ideas I’d had in a long time—and dumb ideas seemed to have become my specialty lately. Absently, I hoped Jason wasn’t too worried about the fact that I hadn’t checked in with him this morning. Fat chance…
 
   Tucking the book into the blue- and green-striped canvas tote bag I’d found in my coat closet earlier that morning, I crossed my legs and nodded. “I just need answers, Dr. Wesley. This place is so…” I shook my head. “I feel like I’m losing it, and—”
 
   The doctor’s wan face transformed as she laughed halfheartedly. I thought it might have been the saddest laugh I’d ever heard. “I understand,” she told me. “You feel like you need to be doing something, taking a stand, because everything around here is too unbelievably”—she raised her eyebrows—“awful…at least, under the surface. And you need more information to do whatever it is you’re thinking of doing.” After a short, contemplative pause, she added, “You and I…we’re not so different, Danielle. I bet you’d do anything—whatever it took—for the people you love. You’d pay any price, or exact it from others, just so long as it meant they would survive.”
 
   I moved my head in a single, protracted nod. I suddenly felt an odd connection to her…an unexplainable familiarity.
 
   “Just remember that you can’t fight if you’re dead. If you’re dead, you can’t do anything.”
 
   Again, I nodded.
 
   “Very well.” She took a long, deep breath. “The Re-gens are, for the most part, my greatest creation. Giving life to a being that has passed—there’s no greater form of redemption.”
 
   “Wait…” I shook my head, utterly confused. “Are you saying…you can’t mean that the Re-gens died, and you brought them back to life? That’s—”
 
   “Crazy? Impossible? Noli, si quid tibi effectu difficile, opinari, hominem id non posse praestare.”
 
   “‘Because a thing seems difficult for you, do not think it impossible for anyone to accomplish,’” I said. It was a quote I’d translated repeatedly during my graduate studies in linguistics. “Marcus Aurelius was a wise man.”
 
   Surprise flashed across Dr. Wesley’s face, but was quickly hidden behind a mask of disinterest.
 
   In a twisted way, I was actually enjoying myself. It was like playing conversational chess, and I hadn’t played a good game of chess in a really long time. I bit my bottom lip to keep from smiling. “So, you really did bring people back to life. But as they say, they didn’t come back the same. They came back different…wrong.”
 
   “Not wrong, exactly,” Dr. Wesley countered. “Just different. They’re…well, they’re changed by the process in ways that even I don’t entirely understand, and I created the process.” She laughed bitterly and shook her head, making her black, chin-length bob sway. “They don’t remember anything of their former lives, though some report having disturbing dreams. Camille and I believe these are memories from their pasts attempting to resurface. And it would seem that, among other factors, those who are nurtured more fully upon waking the first time are more open to such dream recollections.”
 
   I tapped my pointer finger against my lips, thinking. “So…Camille and Mase, they were nurtured more than other Re-gens?”
 
   Dr. Wesley nodded. “In a manner of speaking. With every Re-gen—Camille and Mase excluded, though nobody but a select few knows that—as soon as they wake up, they’re programmed with General Herodson’s commands and teachings, but they’re not shown much in the way of genuine care. They’re extraordinarily impressionable during their first few hours of rebirth, and they learn remarkably quickly. This impressionability is the reason why Herodson likes them so much—he acquires devoted followers without ever having to use his Ability.” She took a deep breath and frowned. “It does seem that some remnants of their former personalities and preferences remain, though again, that effect is greatly enhanced in Camille and Mase.” Her lips curved into the first genuine smile I’d seen on her since entering her office. “You may or may not have noticed Mase’s penchant for a certain word that starts with ‘F’—that’s spillover from who he was before. Camille took very good care of him when he first woke.”
 
   Fiddling with my hands, I said, “This is going to sound completely ridiculous, I know, but…are they zombies?”
 
   Her genuine smile evolved into a genuine laugh. The sound was musical and heartwarming. “For goodness’ sake, no! They’re alive. They breathe, their hearts beat, and so far as we can tell, they age normally. They were the recently deceased, made into Re-gens before too much cellular deterioration made them impossible to revive.”
 
   Cellular deterioration. Recently deceased. Re-gen. Pieces were starting to fit together, and the image they created was unsettling. I pictured rows of hospital beds, the people lying in them being drained of blood day and night. “Let me guess…you use the blood of someone with the Ability to regenerate.”
 
   “How could you possibly—”
 
   “A friend of mine almost died—well, actually, she did die for a few seconds—but they brought her back by transfusing her blood with that of someone who could regenerate,” I explained.
 
   The doctor looked pensive. “Hmmm…would this be one of the friends you mentioned the other day?”
 
   Glancing down at my hands, I frowned. How much should I tell her? How much can I really trust her? “Yeah…it was my best friend, actually, though I didn’t know about it at the time. Someone poisoned her, and she died.” I shook my head, swallowing repeatedly and blinking away tears. “I can’t believe she actually died.” As terror filled me, my eyes flashed to the doctor. “Oh my God…is she a Re-gen?”
 
   Dr. Wesley took a long time to answer. “No,” she finally said. “The process is very specific and requires the delivery of precise electrical pulses, several chemical compounds, and an infusion of a substance derived from the blood of someone with hyper-regenerative abilities. Your friend’s body probably just shut down for a few seconds before the regenerative properties of the donor’s blood could take effect.” After a pause, she added, “Danielle, I’m so sorry for what your friend went through…so unbelievably sorry.” She sounded on the verge of tears.
 
   “Thanks, Dr. Wesley, but it’s not your fault.” But a nauseating feeling was settling in the pit of my stomach. Why is she sorry? I replayed several other things I’d heard Dr. Wesley say over the past two days…no greater form of redemption…you’d pay any price, or exact it from others…I don’t deserve… “Can I ask you a personal question?”
 
   She sat up straighter and, hesitating for only a moment, nodded.
 
   “Why are you here?” I asked.
 
   Dr. Wesley looked down, lowering her chin, then glanced up at me through her lashes. “I guess you could say I made my bed…this is me lying in it.”
 
   Does that mean… I threaded my fingers together, straining to hold my hands in place. “Did you create the Virus?”
 
   Without lowering her eyes, Dr. Wesley said, “Yes.”
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   ZOE
 
   MARCH 19, 1AE
 
    
 
   The morning after Jason and I opened the box, Jake, Carlos, and I ventured over to the other side of the Arkansas River, which was about a mile south of our new camp. We brought the dogs with us, while the others stayed in our ghost town home. I was glad to be away from Jason. Every time I looked at him, I thought about what we’d found in the box, and I was tired of thinking about the box.
 
   The night before, while we’d all been eating dinner around the fireplace in the larger parlor, Carlos had reached for a metal skewer sticking out of the fire, evidently forgetting that it would be searingly hot.
 
   There’d been a soft sizzling sound as his skin burned, and he’d yelped a curse. At the same time, a dust-covered radio sitting atop one of the antique cherry bookshelves had turned on. Carlos had dropped the scorching metal skewer back into the fire and shook his hand vigorously.
 
   I’d risen and dunked a napkin in one of the buckets of water we kept near the fire. “Here,” I’d said, handing the wet cloth to Carlos before running to get burn cream. The instant the cloth had been wrapped around his hand, soothing his burn, the radio had shut off.
 
   The others anxiously glanced around at one another. The static of the radio had been the first electronic sound we’d heard in months, and it had been strange how creepy the noise was.
 
   Chris had been the first of us to connect the dots. “Was that…” She’d glanced back and forth between Carlos and the radio. “Did you do that, Carlos?”
 
   “I—I don’t know,” Carlos had said. His eyes had been filled with pain and confusion, making him look a little wild-eyed.
 
   It hadn’t taken us long to come to the conclusion that Carlos’s previously unseen Ability was directly connected to energy. It turned out it wasn’t just pain that enabled him to channel energy into electronic devices, but concentration and control. If he really focused, he could even send out an electromagnetic pulse that would shut down everything nearby. He’d done so with our flashlights…repeatedly.
 
   We didn’t know how far his Ability would reach, but we thought it could be useful in retrieving Dani, so it merited more exploration. We needed to test how far it could reach, which was why we were heading to the other side of the river. Our horses trekked effortlessly over the mountain trails toward Royal Gorge. The considerable amount of traveling they’d been doing was turning them into oversized mountain goats.
 
   Once we reached the mile-long pedestrian suspension bridge, the horses were reluctant to step onto it. Eventually, after much coaxing, they did, falling into an easy pace.
 
   As we crossed, Jake’s horse leading the way, Wings fell into step beside Arrow. Peering down at the rushing water of the Arkansas River far below, I realized the river had been the only constant part of my journey since leaving Fort Knox months before, following us as we made our way through Kansas and into Colorado. I’d come to rely on the sight and sound of the water to calm my nerves. The clomping of hooves on the wooden planks resounded throughout the canyon, and I closed my eyes in momentary contentment.
 
   Jake and Cooper plodded ahead of us, while Jack trailed behind, sniffing and exploring the unfamiliar wooden slats beneath his feet. His tail wagged happily, and his nose found its way back to the ground every few strides.
 
   “Holy shit,” Carlos gasped beside me. His arms were tense. His knuckles whitened as he gripped the reins more tightly, and his eyes were opened wide like those of a frightened child. I could see the sweat beading on his brow.
 
   “What’s wrong?” I asked.
 
   “I don’t like heights.” Carlos cleared his throat and looked straight ahead, refusing to let his eyes wander.
 
   I’d never seen him afraid of something so normal. In an odd way, it felt good to know I wasn’t the frightened one for once.
 
   As Arrow and Wings stepped onto solid ground, Carlos drew in a deep, calming breath.
 
   Barren, rocky bluffs quickly gave way to dense shrubbery as we drew closer to the wooded hills. We searched for a shady spot within the trees that was large enough for all of us to dismount and concentrate on Carlos and his Ability.
 
   “Over here,” Jake said quietly. He’d stopped his horse beside a squat fir. He pointed through the trees to a farmhouse down in a narrow dell, letting his reins slacken momentarily while his horse gnawed on the bit.
 
   The single-story farmhouse was old, and junk was strewn all over the yard surrounding it. An overgrown, surprisingly bountiful vegetable garden filled multiple raised beds on one side of the house, and a few laundry lines were strung between trees on the other, a handful of chickens pecking at the ground and clucking between them.
 
   “Should we check it out?” Carlos asked.
 
   The place looked abandoned—the gardens were unkempt, there was no laundry hanging from the lines, and the chickens were running around freely.
 
   I nodded, having the same interest in the property that Cooper and Jack displayed with their excitedly wagging tails and anticipative whines. They were eyeing a rickety chicken coop beside a small stable. There were another handful of chickens clucking around inside the coop.
 
   “No,” Jake told the dogs sternly, a smile curving his lips. “You’ll scare them off,” he said, like the dogs might understand. “Stay.”
 
   I leaned down and patted Wings’s neck. “We should check the garden and the stable, too. It couldn’t hurt.” 
 
   Jake nodded and we dismounted on the side of the road, tied the horses to a couple of firs atop the hill, and headed down into the shallow valley to catch some dinner. 
 
   Unsure what to expect, we held our weapons at the ready—Jake and I with our pistols, and Carlos with Chris’s shotgun—moving silently and swiftly toward what appeared to be the back of the house.
 
   The place looked like a junkyard. We passed a few rusted tractors and a mound of bowling balls that had been there so long weeds had grown up out of the finger holes of each ball. Old, splintered doors were piled up in what might have been a burn pile at one time, and a pale pink bathtub from the fifties sat inside an upside-down truck hood, broken in half.
 
   I began to feel uneasy as we approached the garden. Letting my mind find the offending sensations, I realized there was someone inside the stable. Someone…wrong.
 
   Without hesitating, I grabbed Jake’s arm and pointed to the dilapidated structure. “There’s someone in there,” I mouthed. My index finger drew a few invisible circles beside my ear to indicate it was probably a Crazy. I looked back at Carlos to make sure he understood, but he was gone. Shit.
 
   “Stay here,” Jake mouthed, and I knew he was going to find Carlos.
 
   I shook my head and raised my pistol back up in front of me. I was going with him. I didn’t have the best aim, nor was I a strong fighter, but I wasn’t going to keep waiting behind the scenes to get attacked, or worse. I preferred to be with him, knowing what was going on, instead of guessing and hoping for the best.
 
   Jake gave me an exasperated look, but I ignored it and followed him. I could feel the emotions of whoever was inside the stable shift between blissfulness and anger before settling on excitement.
 
   Without warning, the person stepped out of the stable, and Jake and I crouched down behind a mound of stacked firewood a few yards away, watching the stranger through the cracks between the logs.
 
   It was a slender, young woman in a floral nightgown that looked like it was meant for a woman three times her age. Her golden hair was gathered on top of her head in a messy bun, and her nightgown was covered in brown smears. She was wearing a gas mask and carrying something at her side as she glided closer to us. I strained to see what it was—some sort of dark, fringey mass hanging from her fingers. I glanced at Jake, finding his eyes wide with disbelief.
 
   Looking back at the woman, I watched as she dropped the mass onto a pile of…are those…shoes…and hooves? Bile rose in my throat. And hair? The woman took a few steps to a nearby stump and struggled to pull out an ax that was wedged in its surface. Her arms shook and strained as she tried to manhandle the ax, but eventually her efforts paid off. She heaved it up to her shoulder and walked back into the stable.
 
   Jake and I exchanged glances, and his eyebrows lifted in curiosity. We continued creeping toward the house, hoping Carlos was inside.
 
   “Carolann!” a woman called from the far side of the house.
 
   Instantly, Jake and I crouched down again.
 
   “Carolann, I’ve got somethin’ fer ya!” she yelled and finally came into view.
 
   Carlos stumbled ahead of her, the barrel of a shotgun pressed between his shoulder blades. They were on the far side of the garden beds, their forms coming in and out of sight as they walked between cornstalks. It was difficult to see Carlos’s face, but I could feel his fear. As they passed the last cornstalk, I could see his right hand twitching to grab the knife stowed in one of his cargo pockets.
 
   “Shit,” I breathed, looking at Jake.
 
   He nodded and brought his index finger to his lips.
 
   I returned my attention to Carlos and the woman holding the gun. She was old, in her seventies or maybe even her eighties. Her hair was long and matted and appeared to have been white at some point, but was streaked with brown and deep red. She was only wearing a bra, a long denim skirt, and a pair of mud-stained slippers. Jesus.
 
   “Carol—”
 
   “Stop hollerin’!” the woman who must’ve been Carolann yelled as she came out of the stable. She pulled off the gas mask and set it on the stump, then wiped thick, brownish-red gunk from the ax blade onto her nightgown. Her pretty features brightened with excitement. “Oooh…where’d you find him?” she asked, her voice suddenly heady, like he was fresh meat and she was completely starved.
 
   “I was buryin’ the bones from this mornin’ for mulch in my garden, and he crawled right past me, just like one of them damn ground squirrels. I hate ’em, Carolann. You know I do.”
 
   Carolann waved them over to her. “Come on,” she said.
 
   When Carlos hesitated, the older woman urged him forward with the barrel of the shotgun. “Move it!”
 
   Carlos still resisted.
 
   In the blink of an eye, the woman flipped the gun, ramming the butt of it into the back of his skull as hard as she could, and he fell to the ground. “I told you to move, boy,” she grumbled.
 
   My stomach dropped at the sight of Carlos’s limp body. I felt the old woman’s joy, her sheer excitement that verged on lust.
 
   “Get the rope, Carolann.”
 
   The gaiety they felt made me livid. We couldn’t let them hurt Carlos. I nodded to Jake, and without hesitation, we both stood up and opened fire.
 
   Following two misses, I landed a shot in the old woman’s chest. She dropped to the ground before she could even get her shotgun aimed in our direction. As Carolann was trying to escape back into the stable, Jake took her out with a single shot to head.
 
   While our hearts still hammered, pumping adrenaline-rich blood, Jake turned to me. “I’m gonna check the house for anyone else.”
 
   I nodded. “Be careful.”
 
   Once he was gone, I approached the stable. I was petrified of what might await me inside. More Crazies? Dead bodies? I didn’t feel any other twisted emotions, but I knew I needed to clear the structure…just in case.
 
   Hands shaking, I held the gun against my chest as I sidled up to the splintered wall. The putrid smell of rotting meat permeated the air, sending my stomach into somersaults. My gag reflex kicked into overdrive. Covering my nose with the crook of my arm, I took a deep breath through my mouth and held it. Hurry up!
 
   I aimed my gun in front of me and stepped inside with my finger on the trigger just like Jake had taught me. I didn’t sense anyone. Weak sunlight shone through the windows and the cracks in the siding. Riding gear, hay picks, and rakes hung on the walls and from the rafters, but there was no sound to alert me of anyone’s presence. I tried to read the shadows for anything that might prove dangerous, but again there was nothing.
 
   I moved quickly, still holding my breath. The gun was slippery in my sweating hand as I swept my aim across the four stalls. When my eyes settled on the origin of the stench—the decaying pile of human and animal body parts in the far-right stall—I turned and ran out of the stable as fast as I could. My eyes burned from the foulness, and I stumbled out into the open, into Jake’s arms. His eyes were wide, and his grip on my shoulders was firm and protective.
 
   “I’m okay,” I panted and spat, the disgusting smell making me salivate profusely. “There’s no one in there.”
 
   On the ground a few yards away, Carlos moaned.
 
   I pulled out of Jake’s hold and stumbled over to Carlos, falling to my knees and rolling him onto his back. “Are you okay?”
 
   He squinted in the sunlight. “Stupid crazy bitch came out of nowhere,” he mumbled. He brought his hand up to the back of his head and cringed.
 
   “They’re dead,” I said. “But we should get out of here. I don’t know if—” At the sound of footsteps behind me, I turned on my knees and reached for my gun. It was Jake.
 
   “You guys should see this,” he said, nodding toward the back of the stable.
 
   Fighting the urge to ask if I absolutely had to, I helped Carlos up to his feet, and we followed Jake around the stable to a muddy paddock stall. A thick, red rope was tied around the metal fencing. I followed the line of it toward the ground and spotted a white mass surrounded by tall, wild grasses. When I took a few, uncertain steps closer, Jake’s hand gently touched my arm, warning me. I glanced back at him, raising my eyebrows in question. He peered past me again, at the rope. I shifted my gaze back to it. The red rope was attached to a white horse…a bony, dead horse.
 
   “They starved it.” My voice was barely audible as I took a horrified step forward. The body was so emaciated its backbone protruded from its form, and the skin between its ribs was concave. I wondered how much of its condition was the result of starvation and how much was the result of the onset of decomposition. “If it was tied up, it couldn’t graze or…” How cruel. I looked back at Jake, wondering why he would’ve wanted me to see something so unsettling.
 
   He stepped up closer behind me and pointed into the next paddock stall. “Over there.”
 
   At first, I saw nothing but shadows in the sheltered portion near the back of the paddock. But then a yellow and black striped lead rope tied to one of the metal crossbeams of the fence grabbed my attention. In the shadows, I saw the whip of a tail, which was quickly followed by a soft snorting. It was another, living horse.
 
   The taut rope slackened and a large black body hesitated in the shade before stepping partially out. Although it wasn’t tied as close to the fence as the dead horse had been, it was still thinner than it should have been, and its face was raw from trying to tug free from its halter.
 
   I peeked over at Carlos, who was still rubbing the back of his head, looking disoriented, and then at Jake, who was staring at the horse, unsure what we should do.
 
   “We have to at least untie the poor thing so it can move around,” I said. The horse had eaten everything within reach, and it was only a matter of time before it either starved or died of dehydration.
 
   I walked over to a patch of tall grass growing beside the stable and pulled a hefty bunch from the ground, roots, dirt clods, and all, and took slow, timid steps toward the horse. As I opened the gate, I watched the way its ears moved and its pensive, sinewy muscles shifted anxiously.
 
   “Easy,” I cooed quietly, trying not to startle the starved beast. “Easy.” I took a step closer and gingerly tossed the grass toward the horse as a sign of goodwill.
 
   It eyed the offering hungrily. From so close, I could tell it was male. His mane was long, hanging in his eyes and matted into clumps against his forehead, temples, and down his neck.
 
   I looked around for water, but found no trough or puddles. There were a few bushes he’d nibbled down to twigs, and I assumed the only sustenance he’d received in a while was from their leaves.
 
   The horse’s head bobbed with anticipation as he inched toward the food. Getting as close as he could, he lowered his head and strained his lips to pull the blades of grass into his mouth.
 
   I took a few more steps toward him and stopped just within reach of the rope. Slowly, I extended my hand forward to untie it. The horse’s head reared back in panic, causing the fence to shake with each forceful tug and the rope to creak and groan as it tightened. His eyes were filled with fear, and he whinnied and snorted as he relentlessly tried to break away.
 
   “Shhhh,” I murmured, attempting to calm him. “Easy, boy.” But the horse continued thrashing, the rope rubbing against his already exposed flesh.
 
   Knowing he wouldn’t calm any time soon, I stepped closer and untied the rope as quickly as I could. I struggled to loosen it against his pull. As he seemed to realize I was trying to help him, he calmed, but I didn’t know how long his quietness would last.
 
   After a few seconds, he began pawing at the dirt and looking between me and the remaining grass on the ground. He quickly gave in to his hunger and went back to eating what he could reach. The slack in the rope enabled me to untie him, and the lead fell to the ground. I wanted to remove the halter from his head, but I knew he didn’t trust me enough to get anywhere close…and I wasn’t brave enough to try.
 
   His head flew up. “Easy,” I said softly and began to back away. He regarded me for a moment before deciding I wasn’t a threat and returning his attention to the grass; he couldn’t seem to consume it fast enough.
 
   I continued to back away, one steady step at a time, until I was standing beside Jake again. When the pile of grass I’d left the horse was gone, he took two strides to the nearest plants and began tearing the long strands free, his lips maneuvering each clump of nutrients into his mouth and letting the dirt and roots fall to the ground.
 
   “We should go,” Jake said softly, and I felt the warmth of his palm on my lower back.
 
   I nodded, again wishing I could remove the halter so the horse would be uninhibited, but I decided I’d taken enough chances for the day. Taking Jake’s hand, I started back up the hill toward Wings and the other horses. Before we were too deep into the cover of the trees to see, I glanced back down at the farmhouse. The shadow horse was still down there. He was no longer grazing, but was standing over the dead horse, nudging it as he stepped restlessly around its remains.
 
   “He’ll be okay, Zoe,” Carlos said. “He can take care of himself.”
 
   I hoped he was right.
 
   We hiked back up the hill, leaving our hope of a chicken dinner and fresh vegetables behind. Though we were tempted to collect the chickens, eating anything from that sick-infested place was enough to make our stomachs churn. We had no idea what the chickens had been fed, not to mention what had been used as fertilizer.
 
   Upon reaching the top of the hill, the animals excited to see us, we anxiously climbed into our saddles and trotted back toward the bridge. Although we still needed to practice Carlos’s EMP Ability before we returned to the ghost town, he was having a difficult time concentrating. Giving up, we headed back to camp, worried he might have a slight concussion and determined to test his Ability another, less eventful day.
 
   We stepped onto the suspension bridge, and we’d made it almost halfway when a miserable groan came from behind me. I smiled back at Carlos. “You’re doing fi—”
 
   Beyond him, where the road ended and the bridge began, stood the black horse. He tapped his front left hoof on the wooden planks like a cat might do before walking over wet grass. His head sank low as he scented the planks. I could hear him breathing as he hesitated. His eyes were wide and his ears alert as he stepped out onto the bridge behind us.
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   Dr. Wesley was holding out her hand, her fingers crooked. “Come here, Danielle. I want to show you something.” She was standing in the shadowed doorway leading into my closet…at Grams’s house. Why is she at Grams’s house? Why am I at Grams’s house? And then it came to me: It’s a dream.
 
   The doctor turned and disappeared into the oppressive darkness, and tentatively, I followed. Like the small walk-in was actually a magical wardrobe into another world, I pushed through hanging sweaters and dresses—except instead of finding myself in a frozen, winter forest, I emerged into an enormous laboratory filled with a meticulously arranged sea of antique, metal-framed medical beds that stretched as far as the eye could see. It was as though an infirmary from the First World War had been transplanted into an infinitely expansive, modern laboratory.
 
   “Come,” Dr. Wesley said, walking away from me.
 
   “What…where…what…?”
 
   “Come.” Her voice surrounded me, a whirlwind of sound pressed into the single word.
 
   She stopped by one of the beds. It was empty, with crisp, white sheets pulled tight over the mattress. “You must choose. We can only make two more Re-gens, but we have three recently deceased to choose from. You must choose.”
 
   “What are you talking about?” I asked, looking away from her and back down at the bed. It wasn’t empty anymore. A body—a person—lay under the covers, the top sheet a shroud hiding his or her identity. When confusion drove me to raise my eyes, I found that all but three of the beds had disappeared and the walls had closed in around us.
 
   “Choose.”
 
   I shook my head and backed away, but a wall sprouted up behind me, preventing my retreat. “Why do you want me to do this? You’re the one who creates them. You choose!” I didn’t want to see the face of whoever was under the makeshift shroud.
 
   My stomach lurched as Dr. Wesley pulled the sheet back, revealing the face of the nearest bed’s occupant.
 
   Zoe.
 
   She looked serene, like she was merely sleeping, but I knew better. She was too pale, too still. No, no, no, no, no… I couldn’t tear my gaze away from her face. “Her, I choose her!” I whispered fiercely.
 
   “Are you so sure?” Dr. Wesley asked. She hadn’t moved away from the side of the bed, and when I raised my eyes to meet hers, to tell her—to beg her—to make Zoe a Re-gen, to bring my best friend back to life, the breath whooshed from my lungs.
 
   Dr. Wesley’s jewel-blue eyes, her black hair, her bone structure—here, next to Zoe, the resemblance was impossible to miss. Dr. Wesley looked like an older version of my best friend, how I imagined Zoe would look in thirty years. “Oh my God,” I whispered. If I hadn’t known Zoe’s mom was dead, I would’ve bet my life that I was staring at her.
 
   Oblivious to my shock, or possibly uncaring, Dr. Wesley strode to the next bed and drew back the sheet. I wasn’t surprised when she revealed Jason’s blank face. I didn’t have room for surprise. All I felt was near-fatal heartbreak.
 
   “Both of them,” I said, my voice rough. “I choose both of them.” Even if the third body were Ky or Chris, I would still choose to bring back Zoe and Jason. Living in a world without Ky or Chris would be difficult and painful, but doing so without Zoe or Jason would be unbearable. They were my weakness, and I didn’t feel the least bit of shame about it.
 
   Dr. Wesley rounded Jason’s bed to the final of the three, and again, she drew back the sheet.
 
   “Oh God!” I howled, lunging toward the third bed and falling on my knees beside it.
 
   Cam. He was lying on the mattress, his face expressionless…peaceful, even. I glared up at the doctor, hating her for forcing me to make a choice that would stomp my heart into a bloody, meaty pulp. “Why?” I whispered, then repeated, louder, “Why? Why are you doing this? Tell me WHY!”
 
   “I can’t choose…you have to,” she said, her voice devoid of emotion.
 
   I gazed at Cam, memorizing the lines of his face. It had been so long since I’d seen those lips curved into a joyous smile, those eyes sparkling with laughter. I could see those things again…I only had to choose him. But to do that, I had to give up Zoe…or Jason. “I can’t,” I said hollowly.
 
   “You must.”
 
   “Why? Why can’t you do it?”
 
   She waited for me to look up before she spoke. “Because it wouldn’t be fair. Because I killed them.”
 
    
 
   My eyelids snapped open, and I gasped. Despite the chill pervading the house, I was covered in a sticky layer of cold sweat. I kicked off the sheets and growled. Can I hurt her? Can I make her pay? Can I kill her? For everything she’d done, it would be justice. That was undeniable. She was Kali, the destroyer of worlds…the destroyer of my world. Somehow, for some reason unknown to me, she’d created the Virus that had killed billions, including some of the people I cared about the most in the world—Callie, Cam, and Grams. Why?
 
   The sun had yet to show any intention of rising, so I peeked at the clock on the bedside table. It was 3:34. With the adrenaline coursing through my veins, sleeping was a non-option, and though I felt awful about making him worry, I couldn’t have an early-morning mind-convo with Jason—my Ability was still out of commission, courtesy of the electrotherapy. It was taking longer to return than Gabe had predicted.
 
   What it if never comes back? What if it’s weaker…broken? What if…
 
   I sighed as I rose from the bed, thinking darkness was the perfect cover to continue my failed explorations of three days past. Searching through the warehouses, inventorying the Colony’s supplies, would distract me from my murderous thoughts and useless fretting, at least for a little while.
 
   After a quick shower, I searched through the dresser and closet until I’d assembled the perfect nocturnal stealth outfit: black leggings, a black, long-sleeved t-shirt, a snug black hoodie, black socks, and black combat boots. I dressed and assessed myself in the full-length mirror hanging on the closet door, and smiled. I looked like a cat burglar. Perfect. As an afterthought, I slipped the red card’s cord over my head and tucked it beneath my sweatshirt. I didn’t like relying on something the world destroyer had given me, but I wasn’t stupid. A gift horse and all that. Plus, it carried the other item I would need—my would-be molester’s key to the warehouses. I’d stolen it before securing his sidearm; obtaining it had been half the reason I’d let him get so handsy with me in the first place.
 
   I considered stopping by Gabe’s house before heading over to the warehouse district, but I figured he would just try to stop me…or bribe me with pancakes. My mouth started watering and my stomach growled. Damn it! I’d forgotten to eat, and my stomach roaring like that would alert any passersby or guards to my presence as easily as me stepping in front of them, waving, and saying, “Howdy, I’m a spy!”
 
   Quickly, I doubled back to my house, snatched a granola bar out of the pantry, inhaled it, and then continued on my mission.
 
   The church that had been converted into Warehouse A was completely devoid of light as I approached. Thinking about what had almost happened in that building—as well as the kisses and touches that had happened—I felt sick to my stomach. I wanted to forget.
 
   Hands shaking with disgust, I yanked the key out from the neck of my sweatshirt and leaned closer to the warehouse door to unlock it. I crossed my fingers, hoping the General had changed all of the warehouse locks so that one universal key would work; with almost all of his little Colonists under his mental control, I was betting on him leaning toward uniformity and ease. After all, it wouldn’t do to have his patrols jingling along like prison wardens. I was in luck.
 
   I opened the door as quietly as possible, then quickly slipped inside and eased it shut, making sure to relock it. Compared to outside, the interior of the warehouse was night incarnate. Outside, the moon shone, bloated and silvery, but inside, the narrow windows admitted only long slits of light and the surrounding darkness was practically tangible. It was good for me, because my outfit blended better with the unrelenting blackness than the washed out grays of the moonlit base, but it was also annoying because my eyes required another twenty minutes to adjust to the deeper darkness.
 
   Sitting down beside the door, I waited…and listened…and thought.
 
   What am I going to do about the “world destroyer”? Should I kill her? Can I even do it? Sure, she killed my loved ones—but she also freed me from the mental hold the General had over me at great risk to herself. Gabe trusts her. He probably won’t forgive me if I hurt her. And what about Mase and Camille? What about all of the Re-gens? She’d been bringing people back to life. True, most of them were under the General’s absolute control and most of them were clueless as to their former lives, but she’d taken another huge risk with Mase and Camille. What’s her endgame? And, of course, my mind dwelled on the same question it had been turning over and over…and over. Why’d she create the Virus to begin with? Why’d she destroy the world? Why’d she kill my family…my Cam? Why?
 
   Amidst those troubling thoughts, I looked around and was relieved to find that my eyes had adjusted. The warehouse was still overwhelmingly dark, but my surroundings were painted in a pallet of grays and blues instead of relentless black.
 
   I rose and began creeping toward the first aisle of stacked crates and plastic-wrapped pallets. Nonperishables—canned goods, boxed foods, and the like—went on for four aisles. The fifth aisle contained hygiene items, as did the next three, and then I reached the back of the cavernous room. I estimated that the supplies could last the several thousand Colonists a few weeks, maybe.
 
   Moving to the nearest window, I removed Gabe’s map from my sweatshirt pocket, angled it so the moonlight made it legible, and searched for my next target. I opted for Warehouse B, which was the closest and therefore safest route, and I was all about not getting caught…or ending up dead.
 
   Squeezing my right eye shut to preserve half of my night vision in the moonlight, I snuck back out into the night. The short, cautious trek to Warehouse B went down without running into any patrolling guards, as did the one to Warehouse C. The first contained more packaged and preserved food, and the second housed both food and medical supplies.
 
   As I finished up in Warehouse C, it was still full darkness, but my time was running out. I guessed I could only fit in one more stop before I had to sneak back to my house. With another moonlit glance at Gabe’s map, I decided to bypass Warehouses D and E and head straight for Warehouse F. It was the largest of the three, and also the closest to my house.
 
   I stuck to the cover of the bushes and trees surrounding the buildings as I made my way toward Warehouse F, doing my best to blend in with my surroundings. There was a heart-pounding moment when a patrol of four soldiers wearing yellow armbands rounded the corner of the nearest building. I had to become one with the trunk of an evergreen tree, slowly inching around it to avoid their view as they approached. Luckily, they passed without noticing me and eventually disappeared around the next corner.
 
   No other obstacles hindered my path, and I reached Warehouse F safely, ducking inside, easing the door shut, and heaving a huge sigh of relief. It is seriously my lucky day.
 
   As I stood just inside the entrance to the dark warehouse, focusing on taking slow, even breaths to calm my hyperactive nerves, I studied my new surroundings. Warehouse F looked as though it had actually been created for the function of being a warehouse—it was filled with row upon row of towering shelving units constructed of heavy steel, and each was filled with a variety of paper goods.
 
   A hushed noise broke the silence. Someone else was inside with me. I could just barely hear two whispering voices. There was the sound of a footstep. Too close. I reached for the doorknob, thinking I could escape and dash into some nearby shrubs before they exited after me, but they were closer than I’d anticipated.
 
   A monstrous figure clothed in camouflage rounded the end of the nearest aisle, and I glided into the shadows, plastering my body against the wall beside the door. If I didn’t move, if I barely breathed, whoever it was might not notice me.
 
   “I know what I heard, and the patrol is due any minute. Let’s get out of here,” one of them whispered.
 
   “No!” another hissed. “Not until you remember!”
 
   A second, much smaller figure emerged from the aisle in the wake of the other. It pointed, and barely audibly, it said, “I hid there, and you crouched down and spoke to me. You were so sweet, Giant.”
 
   Giant? Isn’t that what Camille calls Mase?
 
   “I don’t remember,” the other whispered. 
 
   After a heavy sigh, there was a resigned, “Fine. What did you hear?”
 
   “Something. We just need to go.”
 
   Swallowing the baseball-sized lump in my throat, I opened my mouth and whispered, “Camille? Mase?”
 
   Both froze, and as one, they turned to face me.
 
   I took a step forward. “It’s Dani,” I said softly, then held my breath. I hope I’m right.
 
   The smaller figure rushed toward me on silent feet, and once it was close enough, I confirmed it really was Camille. Shakily, I exhaled and closed my eyes for a long moment.
 
   “What are you doing here?” she hissed. “The patrol…it’ll be here soon. Do you have any idea what they’ll do to you if they catch you in here?”
 
   Probably the same thing they’ll do to you.
 
   Mase was suddenly behind her, towering over her small form. “We have to get away from the door…they’ll be here in a few minutes.”
 
   “Is there another way out?” I asked.
 
   “No.”
 
   On cue, there was a clang on the other side of the door—a key being fitted into the lock.
 
   “Fuck! They’re early,” Mase hissed. Stealing my breath, he picked up both Camille and me.
 
   What the—
 
   He slung us over his shoulders, and jumped. We landed on one of the oversized shelving units…on the top shelf.
 
   Thunder resounded throughout the cavernous space and the metal shelf vibrated beneath us. Holy shit! Mase set both of us down right before the door opened and the four soldiers I’d seen earlier stepped inside. The three of us lay side by side, watching with bated breath.
 
   “What the hell was that?” one of the soldiers asked. When nobody responded, he commanded, “Do a sweep. Check all the back rooms. If someone’s here, I want them found.”
 
   As the three other soldiers fanned out, deftly waving their rifles and lights around in search of whoever had caused the noise, the leader waited by the door.
 
   Careful not to make a sound, Mase raised his hand to his head and tapped his fingers against his temple, and then did the same against mine. He wants me to use my telepathy? Doubtful, I concentrated, fully expecting to run into the electrified wall that had been erected in my brain and had been blocking my Ability for the past day and a half. It wasn’t there. Oh, thank God!
 
   “You got a plan, big guy?” I asked, astounded at the ease with which I connected to his mind. It was unlike anything I’d ever experienced, even with Jason or Dr. Wesley’s neutralizer boosting my Ability.
 
   He nodded minutely, and several images flashed through my mind.
 
    
 
   Mase leaping down to the floor like a panther and snapping a soldier’s neck before the other man could cry out.
 
    
 
   Camille and me quickly climbing down from the top of the shelving unit.
 
    
 
   The three of us sneaking through the door and running far away.
 
    
 
   “Can we do it without killing him?” I flicked my eyes toward the guard below.
 
   Mase frowned, and three more images appeared in my mind’s eye.
 
    
 
   Mase leaping down to the floor and putting the soldier in a choke hold until he passed out.
 
    
 
   The other three soldiers coming in search of the cause of their leader’s struggle.
 
    
 
   The soldiers finding Camille and me, and…
 
    
 
   I blocked the rest of his communication, not needing to see myself being killed. “Okay, I understand,” I said, resigned.
 
   Without waiting for further confirmation, Mase silently launched his massive body off the shelf and dropped to the floor, his landing unbelievably quiet despite the twenty-foot drop. He landed directly in front of the patrol leader and snapped his neck before the other man even knew he was in danger. Holy crap…how’s that even possible?
 
   As Mase eased the limp body to the floor, I couldn’t help but replay what had just happened. It had taken only a few seconds, and Mase’s unexpected grace had made the attack appear unnaturally easy. I wasn’t sure what his Ability was, exactly, but it was obviously very physical…far more so than any other I’d witnessed.
 
   Camille tugged on my sleeve before easing over the edge and beginning her climb down the oversized shelves. It wasn’t easy, but I followed, descending beside her. My legs and arms shook, my hands felt cramped, and my heart pounded. I beat Camille down, and as soon as Mase could reach her, watched him take hold of her hips and lower her the rest of the way to the floor. The motion was so protective, his hold so tender, that watching made my heart ache. I miss Jason.
 
   Mase led Camille to the door and motioned for me to follow. Shoving my loneliness away, I slipped outside behind Camille and held my breath as Mase soundlessly eased the door shut.
 
   


 
   
  
 

19
 
   DANI
 
   MARCH 20, 1AE
 
    
 
   Before she and Mase had run off in the gray morning light, I’d convinced Camille to pay me a visit later that day. As I puttered around the kitchen that afternoon, making one of the two things I could actually cook—tea—I attempted to focus on the questions I wanted to ask Camille when she arrived. It was better than replaying the memory of Mase snapping the patrol leader’s neck and him falling to the cement floor, limp as a rag doll. I wasn’t being very successful. There were so few sane people left alive; I felt like we’d done something unforgivable in snuffing out his life.
 
   You did what you had to do to survive, D, Zoe’s imaginary voice said. Suck it up and move on. It’s done.
 
   I shook my head and laughed bitterly. My hatred for General Herodson was reaching a critical level. His mind-controlled Colony was making me do things, terrible things, and turning me into someone I didn’t want to be. Right and wrong had been blurred for a long time, but the false utopian prison was flipping them upside down. If I didn’t get out soon, I would lose it and either make a poorly planned run for freedom—and get shot—or attempt to carry out a poorly planned hit on the General…and get shot. I wasn’t a big fan of getting shot.
 
   A high-pitched whistle started quietly, quickly building up to a steamy scream. I let it continue, appreciating the ear-piercing distraction. At a knock at the front door, I switched off the electric burner and let the teakettle slowly return to a mostly silent state.
 
   “After the way you both ran off this morning, I wasn’t sure you’d really come,” I told Camille once I’d opened the door for her to come inside.
 
   She was standing on the welcome mat, alone, smiling a small, secret smile. Her eyes were an odd grayish color, like they’d once been hazel but had faded along with her first life.
 
   “Please, come in,” I said hurriedly, opening the door further. I didn’t want her to stand on the porch long enough to draw the attention of some nosy, mind-controlled neighbor.
 
   Camille stepped inside and looked around the entryway. She seemed eager, of all things, her eyes hungrily devouring the furnishings, decor, and layout of the house.
 
   “So…er…this is my house,” I said as I led the way down the hall into the kitchen.
 
   She followed, if a bit slowly.
 
   “I made tea…do you like tea? I think I have some cookies too, somewhere…” I disappeared into the pantry that was in one corner of the kitchen, searching for the box of chocolate chip cookies I’d spotted the other day. When I reemerged, cookies in hand, I found Camille leaning over the stove and fiddling with the nobs that controlled the burners…which didn’t bode well, because the ends of her hair were brushing over one of the burners. One that she’d turned on.
 
   “Camille!” I rushed to her, pulling her away from the stove just as the thick, coiled metal started to glow orange. “What are you doing? Are you trying to set yourself on fire?” Standing between her and the stove, I looked into her eyes, making sure she was still the young woman I knew and hadn’t gone through some weird body-snatching process. I wouldn’t be overly surprised, I thought, considering everything I’d seen within the Colony’s walls.
 
   Camille stared back at me, her eyes wide. Until that moment, all I’d seen from her had been a young woman with an iron backbone and balls of steel. But looking into her frightened eyes, I found a girl—a scared girl. Her bottom lip trembled.
 
   Mentally kicking myself for my harsh reaction, I wrapped my arm around her narrow shoulders and guided her to the sofa in the adjoining family room. She sat woodenly and stared ahead. Tears streaked down her pale cheeks.
 
   “I’m sorry for yelling at you, but I didn’t want your hair to catch fire,” I told her softly, sitting down beside her. I brushed her hair out of her face with my fingers. “You have such pretty hair; it would be a shame.”
 
   She shook her head, and her voice was wobbly when she finally spoke. “I live in—I’ve never been in a real house before…at least, not that I can remember.” Her eyes seemed to be searching the wall across the room. “Sometimes I have dreams about a place a lot like this, and there’s one about a burning metal machine like that—”
 
   “A stove,” I told her.
 
   “About a stove, except real flames come out of the top,” she said, finally meeting my eyes. “There’s always a woman standing beside me in those dreams, laughing. She makes me feel safe and happy. And then, when I’m laughing with her, she turns on the stove and starts to burn. Flames cover her, and she blackens and dissolves into a pile of ashes and bones. When I wake up, I’m crying.” Camille paused for a moment. “I don’t know who she is. Why does it make me sad that she burns?”
 
   Because you’re only human, I thought, but then I remembered that she wasn’t, exactly. With a gentle smile, I again wrapped my arm around her and pulled her close. Only when she could no longer see my face did I let myself frown. What happened in her past? What’s she remembering? “Do you think—is it possible she’s your mom, or maybe your sister?”
 
   “I know what those are from a book I read, but I don’t have any of those. I only have Father.”
 
   “No, I mean, from before you di—from before you became a Re-gen.” I said the word stiffly, trying not to load it with the disgust I felt for Dr. Wesley and her unnatural science projects. Dead is dead…or at least it used to be. I had no idea what it was like to be a Re-gen, to have died and been brought back to life with fractured memories at best, but it was just…wrong. Did any of them even have a choice, or were their bodies stolen and used without their permission? What happened to letting the dead rest in peace? What about souls, if there is such a thing? I shivered, terrified by the possibilities. What if—
 
   “Dr. Wesley told me most of us don’t dream,” Camille said, drawing my attention back to her, “but that if we do, it might be our memories trying to resurface—so maybe you’re right. But she also said our memories shouldn’t have been able to survive the process. She said those synapses are too fragile and they die too quickly.” She paused. “Synapses…I don’t know what that means.”
 
   “Synapses are…” I searched for a simplified way to explain the complex processes that occurred within our brains every millisecond—processes I didn’t hold a firm grasp on myself. Talk about the blind leading the blind. “Synapses are what happens inside our heads that make us do and think things. There are different synapses that do different things, like store memories or make our mouths open so we can speak.” I was pretty sure I was botching the explanation…royally. “They’re electrical, so—”
 
   “They’re electrical?” Camille asked, pulling away and straightening. She looked at me curiously. “Like, electrotherapy?”
 
   I eyed her. “Yeah…”
 
   “Do you think that, maybe, electrotherapy might bring the memory synapses back to life?” Her pupils expanded with her excitement, drowning out the lighter gray in her eyes.
 
   “I—I don’t know. But if it did, wouldn’t it affect all of the Re-gens, not just you?”
 
   “Well…” Camille raised her eyebrows and pursed her lips, looking like she was deciding whether or not to hold in a secret.
 
   I mirrored her eyebrow-raise. “Well…?”
 
   “You know how Mase works with Dr. Max a lot of the time?”
 
   I nodded, suspicion sneaking around in my mind.
 
   “Well, he has keys for that electrotherapy lab—”
 
   “Wait,” I said, holding up a hand. “That electrotherapy lab? As in, it’s not the only one?”
 
   She nodded and continued. “Some nights, after all the other Re-gens are asleep, we sneak into Dr. Max’s lab and do it to each other.”
 
   “Do what to each other?” I squeaked, dreading the answer. I had a sinking feeling she wasn’t about to tell me they spent the wee hours of the night playing doctor.
 
   “Electrotherapy,” Camille said. She was practically bouncing on the couch cushions.
 
   Again, I paused her with an upraised hand. “Let me get this straight. You and Mase sneak into one of the electrotherapy labs and electrocute each other? Why? ’Cause it’s so damn fun?”
 
   She swatted my leg and giggled. “No, silly. So we can be more powerful than everyone else.”
 
   Uh…that’s not creepy or anything…
 
   “When we first wake up as Re-gens, we’re a lot weaker than normals—regular humans, like you—and it takes a lot of electrotherapy to bring our Abilities back up to whatever strength they were at before. But we can also become stronger than normals by doing more electrotherapy, because it’s too dangerous for them. But I heard Father tell one of his Controllers that he doesn’t want us to be too powerful, because he wants to make sure they can avoid any ‘Spartacus situations’ before they have a chance to turn everyone into Re-gens or T-Rs.” She cocked her head, looking at me quizzically. “What does that mean, a ‘Spartacus situation’?”
 
   I couldn’t tear my eyes away from the young woman sitting beside me. How does she know all this? And why is she telling me? “A…uh…‘Spartacus situation’ would be a rebellion—a slave rebellion,” I told her, then whispered, “So he does consider us all his slaves.” Biting my lip, I studied the diminutive Re-gen. “Camille, what’s a T-R? Is it like a Re-gen?” Holy crap—does the General want to kill everyone and make them into perfect little Frankenstein slaves?
 
   From his perspective, the plan was genius. Re-gens, if they were initially trained to follow his every command—and didn’t electrotherapize themselves at every possible opportunity, like Camille and Mase—they wouldn’t require the use of his mind-manipulation Ability at all. But why? Why is he doing any of this? For power? Could anyone be so power-hungry…so truly, unequivocally evil?
 
   Camille pursed her lips again and shook her head. “I don’t know exactly what T-Rs are, but it stands for ‘Tabula Rasa,’ and it has something to do with the Ability of this new normal who arrived a few weeks ago.”
 
   Tabula rasa…blank slate. Oh my God, does he have someone who can wipe our minds completely clean? Oh no…
 
   I’d been betting on the dwindling resources left over by civilization to limit his expansion, but if I was right about T-Rs—about the new “normal” who’d arrived—all bets were off. General Herodson wouldn’t need to rely on Dr. Wesley or scientific equipment or electricity to make his perfect, obedient slave army; he would just need one person with the Ability to wipe a mind free of memories.
 
   Shakily, I stood and walked back into the kitchen. “Do you want some tea?” I’d been planning on drinking English breakfast tea—hearty and full of caffeine—but I searched the little combo box for a packet of chamomile instead. I definitely needed something to calm my nerves, not excite them.
 
   “I’ve never had tea,” Camille said, sitting on a stool on the other side of the counter. “Is it good?”
 
   I picked out a packet of Strawberry Fields for her, tore it open, plunked the teabag in a mug, added a spoonful of sugar, and filled the mug with steaming water. “I like it,” I told her as I slid the mug across the counter to her and began preparing my own. “It’s hot, so I’d wait a few minutes.”
 
   Camille leaned down and sniffed…and giggled. “It smells sweet…and pink!”
 
   I couldn’t help but laugh at her innocence. Not innocence, I reminded myself, just a weird form of amnesia unique to Re-gens.
 
   When I didn’t say anything for a few minutes, Camille asked, “Are you mad at me?”
 
   “What?” I blurted. “No, of course not.” I opened the box of unbelievably hard chocolate chip cookies and nibbled on one, more wanting something to occupy my hands than wanting to eat a stale, processed cookie. “It’s just…once I think I understand how horrible he is, I learn something else about this place, and—” I cut my words off abruptly and closed my eyes. I was revealing too much.
 
   “You mean Father?” Camille asked.
 
   Opening my eyes, I watched her warily. I liked her, despite her moments of creepiness, and I owed Mase—big-time—but I still didn’t know how much I could trust them.
 
   Camille stared at me point-blank and said, “I want a ‘Spartacus situation.’ That’s why Mase and I sneak into Dr. Max’s lab to do electrotherapy on each other—so we can be stronger than everyone, strong enough to create a rebellion. But…” She paused, chewing on her bottom lip and testing her tea with the tip of her finger. “This Spartacus situation has to be big enough to get rid of Father and the Controllers.”
 
   “The ‘Controllers’?” I asked, hoping to get more information about the General’s mind-controlling lackeys than Gabe had given me.
 
   Nodding, Camille clarified, “The others like Father, who make the normals do what they want. They control all of the people wearing those.” She motioned to my yellow armbands with a wave of her hand.
 
   I took a deep breath. I’d suspected that taking the General out wouldn’t solve the problem; it would just give the problem a new face…an unknown face. Better the devil you know, and all that.
 
   I munched on the cookie and sipped my tea, thinking. “Do you know who these Controllers are?”
 
   Camille shook her head. “The only people who have direct contact with them are Father and the people they’re controlling, and they won’t reveal their identities because they’re mind-controlled, so…”
 
   Damn! If I’d known who they were, then I could’ve made some sort of insane sleeper cell assassination attempt. And probably gotten myself killed, I thought. But still…
 
   After a long moment, Camille asked, “What was it like before?” I watched her as she raised her mug to her lips, took a sip, and smiled blissfully. Apparently, she liked strawberry tea.
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “Everything—the world, people, life—what was it like?”
 
   I tapped my lips with my index finger as I pondered her question. What was it like? It was a question that should’ve been easy to answer, but it wasn’t. “I guess it was kind of like it is in here, except way more chaotic and way less mind-controlled. And it was louder…more energetic. People would get angry or laugh or cry a lot more than Colonists do. Many people spent hours sitting in front of TVs or their computers just surfing the Internet. We worried about making enough money to pay for the things we needed, even though we spent money we didn’t have on things we didn’t need. And there were too many of us.” I frowned. “Most scientists agreed that we were killing the planet, slowly, and that if we continued, we’d destroy our own species eventually just by running out of resources. And, um…” Why is it so hard to explain? Why can’t I think of anything positive?
 
   Camille took another sip of her tea. When she set her mug down, she opened her mouth, and then closed it before saying anything.
 
   “What?” I asked.
 
   She shook her head, staring shyly down at her tea. “You’ll laugh,” she said softly.
 
   At that, I did laugh, but not unkindly. “I might. I can’t promise you I won’t, but I don’t think I’ll be laughing at you. Some things are just funny.”
 
   Camille raised her eyes to meet mine, their gray depths twinkling mischievously. “What was it like between men and women?”
 
   I smiled, not laughing. “What do you mean, exactly?”
 
   Camille frowned, searching for the right words. “Was it always like it is here…like with you and that guard in the warehouse? Did men always treat women like that? I’ve seen…did they make them do things with their bodies? Did women have a choice? Or did they like it? And why do the men want to do that with so many different women? I wouldn’t want to do that with anyone but—” She caught herself mid-sentence, blushing.
 
   “Anyone but Mase?” I finished for her. When she nodded, looking down at her half-empty mug, I said, “I have someone like that, someone who’s the only person I want to, um…be with. His name is Jason.” I smiled fondly, forcing myself not to dwell on the possibility of never seeing him again.
 
   Camille met my eyes. “Once, in the middle of the night, I got out of bed to go to the bathroom and two of the Domestication Officers were in there, and—”
 
   “What’s a ‘Domestication Officer’?” I interrupted. It was a term I’d heard several times, but I still didn’t know what it meant.
 
   “The people who watch over Re-gens,” she said, dismissing them with a wave of her hand. “They’re not always very attentive. Anyway, when I opened the bathroom door and saw they were in there, I stepped back and watched through the crack in the door. They were, um…” Her already-pink cheeks flushed a bright red. “At first I thought the man was hurting her—she was making these noises—but then I saw her face. She was—I’ve never seen anyone look so happy.” Her eyebrows drew together and she shook her head. “I don’t—I thought maybe Mase and I…have you ever, um…what were they doing?”
 
   Though I tried, I couldn’t hold in my nervous laugh. “Uh…yes, I have ever, and I’m pretty sure the Domestication Officers were having sex.”
 
   Camille’s eyes widened in horror. “Sex is forbidden! Re-gens can’t do that!” Slowly, her eyelids narrowed. “But…what is it, exactly?”
 
   I sighed, figuring the apparent Re-gen antisex rule was just another way to control them. Pity for her stunted understanding of life overshadowed my embarrassment at the topic. After explaining the mechanics of the act and emphasizing the emotional connection and how important it was—I really didn’t want Camille to go off and start sleeping around like crazy—I refilled Camille’s mug and sat down on the stool beside hers. Though she’d listened to my explanation eagerly, she turned suddenly glum.
 
   “What’s wrong?”
 
   She took a deep breath, and exhaled in a long, despondent sigh. “It’s not fair. I can never do that with Mase.”
 
   “Uh…why not?” Are they physically incapable? Is that one of the differences caused by the Re-gen process?
 
   “If someone saw us, they’d know we were different and we’d be destroyed.”
 
   Oh, right. “You know, I have other rooms here,” I said. A plan was forming in my mind, and Camille had just given me the currency to buy what I needed.
 
   Camille’s eyes lit up, and a purely devilish smile spread across her face.
 
   “I’ll let you and Mase have the house all to yourselves whenever you want, but…I’d like something in return.”
 
   Camille cocked her head, silently asking.
 
   “Can you both meet up with me tonight? I have some more reconnaissance to do.” At her blank look, I clarified, “Scouting…looking around…gathering information…”
 
   Camille hopped in her seat happily. “Oh—yeah! What are you looking for?”
 
   “Anything that’ll help me get out of here and back to my friends,” I told her.
 
   “You’re leaving?” Her eyebrows drew down and she looked like she was on the verge of tears. I hadn’t expected such a strong reaction.
 
   Reaching for her hand, I squeezed gently. “Yes, but maybe you can come with me. You and Mase.” She looked unsure, so I added, “I’m going to find a way to stop him—General Herodson and the Controllers. I just can’t do it from inside the Colony, at least not right now. He’s too close, and we don’t know who the Controllers are, and it’s too dangerous, and…I just need to get out of here.”
 
   After a long moment of thought, Camille smiled. “We’ll help you, but it’ll have to be tomorrow night. I can think of lots of places for us to do this, um…reconnaissancing.”
 
   I let out a sigh of relief. Camille and Mase knew their way around and seemed to be really good at staying under the radar. I’d been planning to ask Gabe to join me, but it wouldn’t hurt to have more eyes—and Abilities.
 
   “There’s one thing you might want to try to get first,” Camille said. Her eyes were narrowed into conspiratorial slits.
 
   “What’s that?”
 
   “Dr. Wesley’s master key. With it we can get into most of the restricted areas.”
 
   I frowned. “I don’t know how I could get—” But the solution popped into my head. Blackmail. I didn’t owe Dr. Wesley anything, not after discovering her role in killing nearly everyone I loved, so I didn’t feel an inkling of remorse at the thought of potentially hurting her. Plus, I had one hell of a blackmail item.
 
   The neutralizer—it was made from her blood.
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   “I can’t wait to actually bathe,” I said, groaning with anticipation. We’d decided to take a fieldtrip down a deer trail to the river for some much-needed scrubbing—with the exception of Jason, who’d opted to remain back at camp just in case Dani tried to contact him again. 
 
   Carlos barked a laugh and gently tugged Arrow’s head back up; his horse, along with most of the others, had become increasingly distracted by the wild green grasses emerging from the ground for spring. I shared in their joy, reveling in the smell of alfalfa and grass and basking in the periodic rays of sunshine. We’d had a lot of rain off and on over the past few evenings, and mixed with the sunlight, it was encouraging everything to sprout. One month closer to summer. I sighed contentedly.
 
   “Laugh all you want to, Carlos.” I looked at him askance, barely able to contain my growing anticipation. “I’ve been waiting for this moment for days.”
 
   Carlos nudged Arrow toward the river. “I’ve been meaning to tell you…you stink,” he teased.
 
   Sam giggled from atop his smaller palomino, Buck.
 
   “Really?” I turned in my saddle to face them both, tapping my index finger against my lips in mock forgetfulness. “You’ll have to remind me, Carlos, when was the last time you bathed?”
 
   He shook his head, not sparing me a glance as he tried to contain how entertained he really was.
 
   “At least I took a sponge bath the other day.” I wrinkled my nose playfully.
 
   Harper and Chris paused their easy conversation beside us and snickered. Everyone seemed amused, and I even thought I saw Jake’s lips curve into a slight smile as he rode past me. As usual, Cooper and Jack trotted behind him, blissfully unaware that the world had been turned upside down and that we all smelled like dirty pond water.
 
   Tavis’s brow furrowed, and his horse, a tall, coffee-colored mare named Mini, stopped momentarily to pull up another mouthful of grass. “What’s that even mean—‘sponge bath’? I watched you—it’s not like you actually used a sponge. People always use a rag or a towel or piece of cloth or something.” He seemed deeply perplexed, and I chuckled softly.
 
   “You’re funny, Tavis,” I said, shaking my head.
 
   “How many people have you seen take a sponge bath, anyway?” Sanchez called, looking back at us. Her tone was light, but as usual, her expression was blank. “Should we be worried?”
 
   Tavis grinned and rested his fist on his hip. “Alright, I surrender.”
 
   Up ahead, the dogs started barking, and I could hear splashing as they lunged into the water. “Finally,” I practically sang and pressed Wings on, the anticipation nearly too much to bear.
 
   When we reached the edge of the river, we let the horses drink before tying them up in a clearing a few yards away.
 
   “How’s Shadow doing?” Harper asked as I untied my bag from Wings’s saddle and carried it over to a large, lichen-covered boulder beside the water.
 
   “He’s okay, I guess. I wish you knew more about horses so you’d know if I’m treating his wounds the right way.”
 
   “You’re doing fine.” He nudged my shoulder. “And Carlos is a big help, right?”
 
   “Yeah, he is. In fact, Shadow’s not in as bad of shape as I thought. I washed off about seven layers of muck. Mostly he’s just scared, tired, and needs to be fattened up a bit. He finally let Carlos and me get the halter off him, and since he followed us all the way back to the ranch, I think it’s safe to say he wants to trust us.”
 
   “I don’t blame him for being scared.” Harper squeezed the bill of a baseball cap in his hands to shape it better before putting it on. “Who knows what they did to him.”
 
   “If Dani were here,” I said wistfully, “it’d be a whole lot easier.”
 
   “Is that what’s been bothering you, Baby Girl? You haven’t been yourself lately.” Harper quickly removed his hat and tugged off his shirt, draping it over a low-hanging branch.
 
   I sighed and sagged against the side of his horse. “Yeah, it’s Dani, but it’s everything else, too. Things just keep getting more complicated.”
 
   “Things with Jake?”
 
   I scoffed. “With Jake, with Jason—and then there’s my lying, deceitful family.” I groaned. “And I’ve been dreaming about Clara the last couple of nights,” I said, the discomfort in my voice too deep-seated to hide. “Why is she in my head suddenly, H? It’s weirding me out.”
 
   He shook his head, looking equally discomfited. “Stop dwelling on Clara. She’s long gone. Besides, your Ability’s getting stronger, so if she’s really around, you’ll know.” He snapped me with his towel. “Come on, Baby Girl. Let’s get you cleaned up. You look like a ragamuffin.” Harper winked at me, making me smile, and headed to the water toward Chris and Sanchez.
 
   After digging out my wash cloth, body soap, and shampoo and setting them on the waist-high boulder I was using as a vanity by the edge of the river, I stripped down to my bikini and tossed my clothes on top of the boulder as well. Slipping on my red rubber flip-flops, I crept over to the riverbank and dipped my right foot in. Big mistake. It was ice cold. I shook my head, taking a deep breath. You’ve been attacked by Crazies, almost died—more than once—and lost Dani twice. You’ve suffered worse than this, Zoe, I told myself and glared at the water.
 
   Cooper and Jack splashed by me, interrupting my internal pep talk.
 
   “Oh my God!” I cried when the water sprayed all over my already chilled skin. The brisk March air bit at my bikini-clad body, but I was determined to deal with it…as long as I could clean the lingering blood and weeks’ worth of grime off me.
 
   “Green togs?” Tavis remarked, wading up to the riverbank.
 
   I peered over at him. “Togs?”
 
   He gestured to my bathing suit, his eyes wide and approving. 
 
   Unable to prevent my gaze from wandering, I appraised his disheveled hair and sinewy muscles covered by tanned skin. He wore nothing but plaid boxers, a towel draped around his neck, and a big-ass grin on his face.
 
   Looking around at the rest of the group, I realized I was the only one with an actual bathing suit on. Harper was shirtless, laying on his back in the sunshine, his arm beneath his head and the shade of his ball cap covering his eyes. Chris and Sanchez were playing fetch with the dogs in the water downriver, both of them wearing sports bras and gym shorts. Carlos and Sam, wearing only boxers, were skipping stones on the river’s surface. And then there was me.
 
   I suddenly felt self-conscious. “I guess I’m the only one who planned ahead,” I said lightly, then looked pointedly at Tavis. “At least I’m not standing around in my underwear.”
 
   At the sound of crunching footsteps, I glanced over my shoulder. Jake stopped a few feet behind me and started undressing.
 
   My heartbeat picked up, and I unintentionally held my breath. I watched as he pulled his black t-shirt off over his head, revealing the broad, sculpted chest I’d traced with my fingertips so many nights. I’d seen him shirtless in the dimly lit locker room back in Fort Knox, and I’d memorized the contours of his abs with my hands, but I’d never appreciated Jake’s mostly bare body in the sunlight—the dusting of light brown hair between his pecs and the hard muscle beneath his flawless skin…no scars. I thought back to the first time I met him, the night he’d been shot in the shoulder, but there was no mark. There were no burn scars from the fire, either.
 
   As he stood there, wearing only his gunmetal-gray boxer briefs, I couldn’t look away. Things had happened so fast since we’d met, and time seemed to be passing so achingly slowly, that I hadn’t realized how little we’d really seen of each other; we were always layered in clothes. I suddenly wished we’d spent more time together…alone.
 
   The thought of his life before I met him seemed more intriguing than ever. Although I couldn’t picture him without his reserved veneer, I assumed he hadn’t always been so impervious. He must’ve laughed and gone drinking with friends and made love to women. He must’ve lived. What would it have been like to go on a date with you, Mr. Vaughn? I couldn’t help but wonder what his type of woman was back when he actually had options. Is that all that we are? Convenient?
 
   Jake sauntered toward me, oblivious to my mind-wanderings, and his eyes raked over me. Narrowing, they shifted to Tavis. I blinked out of my intrigued haze and forced myself to look away. Groaning inwardly, I took a long, deep breath, inhaling the crisp, mountain air and welcoming the taunting breeze. It kept my mind from wandering…again.
 
   Jake cleared his throat. I was too busy not looking at him to notice what had passed between him and Tavis, but Tavis walked away toward Sanchez and Chris while I crouched down to submerge my washcloth in the frigid water. When Jake continued to stand there, saying nothing, I peered up at him. I was greeted by a raised eyebrow.
 
   “Nice suit,” he said casually as he bent down to snatch the plastic bottle of body wash I’d brought.
 
   I held my wash cloth out and he squeezed orange-scented soap onto the wet terrycloth. I gave him a rueful smile. “I like yours, too.” I shifted my eyes to his tight underwear. His toned thighs alone made my mouth dry out, and I forced myself to swallow.
 
   I brought the sudsy, dripping washcloth to the nape of my neck and cringed as I began scrubbing away the grime…and the heat from Jake’s gaze.
 
   He crossed his arms as he watched me, which was apparently the most entertaining thing he’d ever seen.
 
   I continued scrubbing, first around my face and then under my arms. “You seem to be enjoying this,” I said, glowering at him.
 
   “Why aren’t you doing that in the water?”
 
   I tilted my head. “Seriously? Do you know how cold that water is?”
 
   He nodded and glanced over at the rest of our group, who were bathing several dozen feet downriver. “They’re handling it fine,” he offered.
 
   “Harper isn’t in the water,” I retorted.
 
   “I washed up yesterday while you guys were being assaulted by half-naked Crazies,” Harper interjected. I’d forgotten he was lounging in the patches of sun behind me.
 
   “Well, then I’m a wimp, and I’m okay with that.” I submerged my washcloth in the water for a rinse.
 
   Jake just shook his head, his sexy grin warming my insides. “You’re only prolonging it,” he said with a deep chuckle. “Just jump in, scrub, and get out.”
 
   “Ha! That’s easy for you to say. You have, like, no hair, and you like to pretend nothing fazes you. I, on the other hand, pretend no such thing. Lots of things faze me…like cold water.” My teeth chattered as the water ran down my body, trickling suds down my chest and stomach. I had yet to wash my hair and dreaded dunking my head into the water.
 
   I hadn’t noticed Carlos wade up to us. Without warning, he splashed me, and I shrieked like a little girl. “Stop it, Carlos, or I swear—”
 
   “You’ll do what?” He splashed me again, and I instinctively tried to block the spray with my hands.
 
   I gave him the evil eye, and he shrugged. “You’re no fun,” he said and called for Jack, who was drying off in the sunshine, to come back and play with him in the water.
 
   I returned to my diligent scrubbing. “Did I get all the dirt off? And the blood?” I asked, pointing to my face and neck. Jake nodded, and I looked down, taking inventory of my sudsy body. “I just need to wash my hair and rinse off, then I’m done,” I said, running through my list of cleansing to-dos.
 
   “That’s the worst part,” Jake remarked.
 
   I flashed him an insincere smile. “Thanks.” When he only nodded, I continued, “Are you planning on watching me the whole time, or are you washing up at some point, too?” He didn’t answer, only eyed me, a scheme clearly forming in his mind. I froze with fear and scowled at him. “What are you thinking?”
 
   “I’m thinking I’m just gonna pick you up and dunk you in the water…just get it over with.”
 
   “Don’t even think about it, Jake.” The predatory look in his eyes made me giggle. “No, seriously, don’t. Don’t!” I tried to make my voice as stern as possible.
 
   Despite my protests, he bent over, picked me up, and tossed me over his shoulder.
 
   “Seriously,” I squeaked. “I’ll never speak to you again!”
 
   Jake said nothing, but walked into the water, his arms tightening around my legs to hold me in place.
 
   “Let me go, Jake! Please!”
 
   I heard his rumbling laughter. “Oh, you’re still speaking to me?”
 
   I squealed and laughed again, part thrilled and part panicked as he stepped further into the river. “Please, Jake, I’ll do whatever you want, just don’t dunk me.” I screamed and squeezed my eyes shut as I clasped on to the back of his arm, bracing myself for the imminent cold.
 
   “People are going to think you’re being attacked if you keep screaming like that,” he said ruefully.
 
   “I am!”
 
   I heard the water splashing at his feet as he faltered down the rocky decline, deeper into the river. “Do you want me to put you down?” he asked. I could tell he wore a mischievous grin.
 
   I looked down to see the water swirling at the backs of his knees. “No!”
 
   With little effort, Jake repositioned me so that I was against his chest, his arms wrapped around me as I held on for dear life. At first, I considered wriggling free, but I wanted to stay in his arms a little longer. So instead, I wrapped my arms around his neck, pulling myself closer to his body. Although I shrieked and screamed a little more, my rigidity dissipated and instead I felt alive, adrenaline coursing through my body as he held me against him.
 
   His hold loosened a little.
 
   “No…no!”
 
   Jake stepped further in, the water rising to his waist.
 
   “Please take me back to the riverbank, Jake. Please?” I gazed into his eyes, a desperate, innocent expression on my face. I felt a thrill of excitement as he eyed me. I lifted my eyebrows, hopeful.
 
   Jake shook his head, and a genuine, make-my-heart-flutter smile spread across his face. “You’re always doing things the hard way.” He took two more steps, holding me tighter against him.
 
   “Okay, okay! Wait!” I peered into his eyes. “Wait until I say, okay? Let me just think for a sec.”
 
   “You can’t think about it. It only makes it worse…like tearing off a Band-Aid. You’re horrible at this.”
 
   The gang was cracking up behind me, and I wanted to flip them off and laugh with them at the same time. I smiled at Jake instead, taking a deep breath, and then nodded.
 
   I let out an exhilarated scream and felt the icy water sting my body as he submerged us both in the river. The moment he let me go, I bobbed back up to the surface. The cold water felt like razor blades cutting my skin. I gasped and cursed as I struggled to stand.
 
   Jake emerged beside me, wiping the water off his face, and then wrapped his fingers around my wrist to pull me back underwater.
 
   I screamed again, invigorated and awakened in a way I hadn’t felt in a long time. Laughing, I splashed him. The water was so cold that I began to feel numb.
 
   He splashed me back before he stood up. “Sanchez,” he called, and a bottle of shampoo was flung into the air. Jake caught it with his left hand and looked down at me. “Come here,” he said huskily. “Let’s get your hair washed so you don’t die of hypothermia.”
 
   I stepped closer to him in the chest-deep water and steadied my feet on the rocks at the bottom. Jake’s fingers hurriedly kneaded my prickling scalp, and I couldn’t let it go unnoticed that he was shaking too.
 
   “I thought you could handle the cold water?” I asked, unable to resist a smug smile.
 
   “I can. Notice I’m not whining, like you.” He gently tugged my head back down into the water to rinse again. He twisted the water from my dripping hair, and as I clumsily made my way up to shore, he swatted me on the butt. “You can shoot and stab people, cuss like a sailor, and knee a man in the groin like it’s nothing, but water horrifies you?”
 
   “Cold water, Jake. And it doesn’t horrify me. I just—I hate it. I wish it was summer all year long,” I said through chattering teeth. Forcing my feet to work, I scrambled for my towel.
 
   Jake finished bathing quickly and joined me on dry land. He picked up his towel, which had been draped beside my dry clothes, and began wiping the droplets of water off his body.
 
   I dried my feet and slipped them back into my flip-flops. “I can’t believe you did that to me,” I muttered. “Traitor.”
 
   Jake took a step toward me, and his body was suddenly so close that his heat enveloped me, warming me more than the damp towel I’d wrapped around my waist. He glanced around before he reached behind me and untied the back of my bikini top.
 
   “Hey!” I screeched, my hands flying up to my chest.
 
   He said nothing, just stared into my eyes, letting his hand linger on the skin of my back.
 
   “You should probably get changed,” he said, his voice thick with desire.
 
   I nodded dumbly. “Hold the towel up for me?”
 
   Jake unwrapped the towel from around my waist and held it up, blocking me from everyone’s view, never taking his eyes off mine.
 
   I removed my hands, untying the final tie around my neck, allowing my green bikini top to fall with a soggy splat onto the rocks at my feet. Jake’s eyes flicked to my chest for only an instant, but I could feel his increasing arousal infuse with my own.
 
   I was too busy battling our mutual desire to feel the least bit self-conscious as I stood in front of him—in only my bikini bottoms and a mess of scraggly hair hanging over my shoulders. He handed me the white tank top I’d tossed on the tall boulder beside him.
 
   “You should probably put this on.”
 
    
 
   ~~~~~
 
    
 
   By late afternoon, we were approaching camp. I spotted Jason in the distance, pacing back and forth in a clearing behind the stable. Each step was deliberate and intense. What the hell?
 
   “What’s he…?” Carlos started to ask.
 
   I peeked back at Chris, who looked as clueless as I felt. Suddenly fearful something horrible had happened in our absence, we urged our horses forward. An endless cycle of what-ifs looped through my mind.
 
   I drew Wings to a halt mere feet from the matted line of weeds Jason had trampled before I dismounted. “What’s wrong?” My eyes shifted over his body, taking in the bandaged crossing his face. He looks okay…
 
   His eyes shifted to me, a wistful smile on his face, but it instantly hardened into a scowl.
 
   “Are you…okay?” I can’t tell anymore. Jason’s mood was constantly changing, and I couldn’t keep up with them.
 
   “Just that Dani and I’ve been waiting for you.” His words startled me far more than his accusing glare.
 
   “Dani?” I looked around like I might find her walking over from the fallen log, where Jason and I had opened the box, or sitting on the wooden pasture fence, although I knew she was miles away.
 
   “Hey, Zo. Did you get all clean?” Dani asked, and the sound of her voice in my head eased the usual tension in my shoulders.
 
   “Where’ve you been, Dani? You were supposed to check in yesterday. We’ve been a little”—I glanced at Jason—“on edge waiting to hear from you.”
 
   Jason resumed his pacing.
 
   “Yeah, um…I was just starting to tell Jason about that…”
 
   Under his breath, Jason muttered to me, “If you don’t talk out loud, I can’t hear what you’re saying to her.”
 
   I rolled my eyes…even though he had a point.
 
   “Long story short, I accidentally got this electroshock therapy that—”
 
   “What?” Jason and I both shouted at the same time.
 
   “Can you two be quiet so I can explain?”
 
   Jason stopped his pacing long enough to shoot me a sideways glance.
 
   “Sorry,” I grumbled for the both of us.
 
   “Anyway, they call it ‘electrotherapy’ and it’s specially designed to increase the power of Abilities, but a side effect is that the recipient of the treatment can’t use their Ability for a while. It was an accident, mostly, but if it hadn’t been for two Re-gens, I would’ve been brain-fried, extra crispy. But I wasn’t, so…yay…”
 
   “Fucking…damn it all to fucking hell!” Jason was stalking around, apparently looking for something to hit.
 
   Trying not to picture Dani being electrocuted or brain-fried, I frantically asked one of my many questions. “What’s a Re-gen, D?”
 
   “Oh, right. I’ve made a few discoveries since I’ve been out of commission. It worked, by the way—the electrotherapy, I mean. My telepathy is way stronger than it was before. I’m not sure if it’s permanent, or what, but anyway: Re-gens are people who died and have been brought back to life.”
 
   “Oh, shit,” I breathed. Becca. That has to be what happened to her. This time I was the one who started pacing, periodically looking over at Jake, who was standing a few yards away with the others. He was completely oblivious to my realization.
 
   “Really, it all boils down to Abilities and being able to control people. Re-gens are still people, but their minds work differently, and they don’t remember who they used to be. But two of them are different. They’re helping me. They helped me when a guard—I mean, when the doctor snagged me and started the electrotherapy.”
 
   I peered over at Jason, wondering if he’d noticed Dani’s hesitation.
 
   “And, oh my God, you guys are never going to believe this—Chris was right. Someone did orchestrate everything. I don’t know all the details, but I do know who created the Virus. And, I gotta admit, I’m kind of having a hard time not beating her face in…”
 
   “Don’t do anything stupid,” Jason practically growled.
 
   “Of course not.”
 
   I pictured Dani smiling impishly. “I’m not surprised about the Re-gens. I’m almost positive we had one of them with us a few days ago.”
 
   “What? Really?” Dani seemed almost afraid to ask.
 
   “It was Becca.” I paused. “Jake’s sister. We didn’t know what she was. We just knew she was…wrong.” Dying and coming back to life definitely wasn’t normal. “We have to at least try to get her out too, Dani. She’s back in the Colony now, but she may not be willing to leave.”
 
   “Okay, wow. That’s crazy. But, yeah, I’ll see what I can find out about her. What else has been going on down there?”
 
   Jason crouched on the ground, seeming to focus on controlling his anger. “Not a fucking thing,” he grumbled.
 
   I hesitated, wondering how much to tell her, but I knew Dani would be hurt if she found out I was keeping things from her, especially when it came to the box. “Well, we had a few run-ins with some Crazies…and we opened the box. But mostly—”
 
   “You opened it? What’s in it?”
 
   I was reluctant to answer her. Jason and I hadn’t spoken about the box since that day. Beyond that, I wasn’t sure how much I could tell Dani without breaking down. I gazed over at the rest of my friends. They were leaning against their horses casually as they waited for our conversation with Dani to come to an end. Jake picked a piece of grass from his horse’s mane and looked at me questioningly. His idle expression transformed to one of deep concern.
 
   Jason cleared his throat, capturing my attention. He glanced up at me, his eyes full of caution. “Are you getting tired, Red? Do you need to go? I don’t want you to get worn out, and—”
 
   “No, I’m fine—better than fine. It’s easy now.”
 
   Jason ran his fingers through his hair. It was nearly as dark as mine and longer than I’d seen it in over a decade. He said nothing.
 
   “Um, guys…the question about what was in the box wasn’t supposed to be a stumper…”
 
   Oh, right. “We found out our dad was a liar,” I blurted. “And that our mom’s alive. Or, at least, she was. There was a letter from her explaining…well, not much.”
 
   “Holy crap.”
 
   “And there was a picture of her.” My voice was cold, but it was better than crying about it.
 
   “What did she look like?” Dani asked. She sounded nervous.
 
   My eyes shifted to Jason’s once more, and I recalled the argument we’d had before opening the box. “Like me,” I said. I wasn’t sure if the quietness of my voice was a result of guilt, sadness, or anger. It was probably all three.
 
   A long moment passed, and when Dani didn’t respond, Jason said, “Red? Are you okay? Are you sure this isn’t too much?”
 
   “No, I’m fine, I promise. I just…that’s a huge thing. I’m trying to wrap my mind around it.” She paused, then added, “Did you learn anything else?”
 
   “Umm, that our dad was in the military, and that’s how they…”
 
   Jason stood, his head lowered and hands clenched into fists.
 
   “It doesn’t really matter anymore,” I muttered, hoping to spare Jason further pain.
 
   “Oh, I…I can’t believe he hid all that for so long. But don’t you think he must’ve had a reason? Do you have any clue as to why he kept all that from you?”
 
   I shook my head, lazily stroking Wings’s velvety nose before I realized Dani couldn’t see me. “It doesn’t matter,” I said bitterly, not wanting to spend another second thinking about my parents and their lies. “They’re dead now, so we’ll never know. We need to focus on getting you out of there.”
 
   “I know. I’ve only got a few days left until General Douchebag starts using me to draw in more people…which would be bad. Really, really bad. The Re-gens aren’t the worst of his science experiments.”
 
   Re-gens…Becca…“Father”…the General. It was all starting to make sense.
 
   Jason looked at me sharply. “What do you mean?”
 
   “I don’t know much, but there’s apparently another program being developed here that creates mind-slaves without the need for mind manipulation or labs and electricity. They’re not Re-gens—they’re something else. They call them T-Rs.”
 
   “Jesus, this guy is taking over the world one brain-dead person at a time. I repeat: we’ve got to get you out of there, D,” I said, gesturing emphatically.
 
   Jason started pacing again. “Exactly how long until you need to get out?”
 
   “I start at the comm center in three days.”
 
   “Then we’ll get you out the night before you’re supposed to start. That gives you a couple more days to gather intel. What do you already know?”
 
   “Um…what do you want to know?”
 
   “We need guard numbers and patterns, the General’s schedule throughout the day, even at night, and anything else you think might help us plan the extraction.”
 
   “Gosh, you guys don’t want much, do you?” Dani joked.
 
   “It’s not funny, D,” I said, and Jason growled, “We just want you back.”
 
   There was a long pause. “I know, sorry. Bad joke.”
 
   “Is there anyone you can trust?” I asked. “Anyone who can help you?”
 
   “Um, yeah, there are a few people I can trust. Gabe, and those two Re-gens I told you about. I’ll scout around tomorrow night with Camille and Mase—they’re the Re-gens. They know a lot about this place and have some ideas about where to look.”
 
   “Be careful,” I pleaded.
 
   “Promise. As for the info about the guards and stuff, and the General’s schedule, I’ll ask Gabe tomorrow at dinner—”
 
   Oh shit, I thought, closing my eyes.
 
   “What do you mean, ‘dinner’?” Jason asked, his voice low and cold.
 
   I had the impression that Dani was smiling. “Calm down, Jason. I’m having dinner with Gabe to interrogate him for more information that’ll help you guys plan the breakout. Crap, you’d think it was a date or something…”
 
   “Is he coming with you when you leave?” Jason asked quietly.
 
   Dani didn’t say anything, and I scoured Jason’s face for signs of boiling emotions. There was only a glint in his eyes, a dangerous glint.
 
   “Dani…?” Though Jason’s voice was soft, it was filled with warning.
 
   “Yes, he’s coming with me. But—”
 
   “Good. I’ve got a few words for him.”
 
   “Jason, it’s not like—”
 
   “After what he did, it doesn’t matter what it’s—”
 
   “Alright you guys, this isn’t helping.” I glared at Jason, willing him to calm down. “You can argue about this later when we’ve got her back,” I reassured him. “…and when Gabe is within punching distance,” I muttered.
 
   Jason grunted.
 
   Dani sighed mentally. “Fine. But you should know, Camille and Mase might be coming, too.”
 
   “Anyone else tagging along?” Jason asked. “Maybe you should make a Colony-wide announcement.”
 
   “No,” Dani said tartly. “But if you think it’s a good idea, maybe I will.”
 
   Jason closed his eyes, but the hint of a smile tugged at the corners of his mouth. “Sorry,” he said.
 
   There was a pause, then Dani said, “Me too. I just…I miss you, Jason. I miss everything…I miss—”
 
   “Okay guys,” I blurted, unable to handle their love-ness. “I’m gonna go. Dani, please be safe and promise me you’ll let us know if plans change and we need to get you out sooner.”
 
   “I promise,” she said.
 
   Jason didn’t even glance at me before wandering off into the sparse woods beyond the stable to continue his conversation with Dani in private.
 
   I turned to face the group, all of their curious, concerned eyes on me. “Come on,” I said, snatching Wings’s reins and leading her toward the stable. “I’ll fill you guys in.”
 
   As I ran through everything with them, answering the few questions I could, I couldn’t stop my mind from wandering to thoughts about Dani and Jason and how obscenely much they cared about one another.
 
   Jake had proven he cared about me many times. I knew that if it was in his power, like Jason with Dani, he would never let any physical harm come to me. He could protect me from bullets and transfuse his blood with mine when I needed it. He could wash my hair and help keep me from freezing at night—but he couldn’t protect me from the tension that tightened my neck and shoulders or the dull, incessant ache that pulsed inside me at the thought of him leaving, like he’d almost done.
 
   I didn’t have a choice with Mom—she was gone before I could even get to know her. Jason had been gone since we were little kids, leaving me alone with our broken dad, who was always distant and preoccupied. But it was different with Jake. He’d never made me any promises. He’s not tied to me like my family was supposed to be. I rolled my eyes. The frequent conversations I was having with myself hadn’t escaped my attention.
 
   After I unsaddled and brushed Wings in her stall, I moved to the next stall over to check on Shadow. He was standing in the shade of his paddock, his head drooping as he snoozed. His ears perked when he heard my footsteps, and his head shot up. Without the halter, his wounds were able to heal, and the raw flesh lining his forehead and jaw was already scabbing over.
 
   I leaned against the fence, crossing my arms on the top slat. “Hey, fella. How you feeling?” I asked him softly. He looked better. Although his muscles were wasted, his chest was broad and his legs were long. He was a good five and a half feet tall. His onyx coat had blue undertones in the dying light. He walked toward me, his ears never moving from my direction.
 
   “Are you going to let me pet you again?” I asked, holding out the back of my hand.
 
   He stopped at the railing and bent his head down to hang languorously, waiting to be touched.
 
   “Well, that was easier than I expected.” I smiled and reached out to brush his nose with the back of my hand.
 
   He took a step closer, making me lean back to allow him into my space.
 
   “You’re affectionate today.” Being careful of his wounds, I stroked his face, moving his long bangs to the side so I could rub his forehead and velvety ears.
 
   I stayed with him until the sun started to set behind the hills. The clouds were soft and airy, giving the appearance that pink frosting had been spread throughout the pale purple backdrop of the sky.
 
   “How’s he doing?” Jake’s voice was low and soft as he sidled up beside me.
 
   I tensed, my insides both warmed and nauseated by his presence. He smelled so good, like leather and soap and hay, but the uncertain tone of his voice was unfamiliar. I shook all pesky, lustful thoughts from my head.
 
   “He’s doing really well.” I examined the dwindling amount of grass in the pasture before shifting my eyes to a cut on my finger. I wondered how I’d injured myself as I looked everywhere but at the formidable man standing directly beside me.
 
   “Bet you’ll be riding him sooner than you think.” Jake’s attempt to be normal was admirable, but I cringed inwardly. I couldn’t bear the awkward small talk. I shrugged, looking at Shadow, not sure if he’d ever let me onto his back. But then he nudged my shoulder, wanting more attention. “Yeah, maybe.”
 
   There was a pause, a breath that turned into three, and then four.
 
   “What’s going on, Zoe?” Jake asked, suddenly closer to me. His body heat seared through my clothes and into my skin. I wanted to melt into him, but I didn’t want to feel the vulnerability that always came with being alone with him…not anymore. I stepped away.
 
   “Why are you—are you still upset with me about what happened in town? Back at the river, I thought…”
 
   I shook my head, not sure if I was lying. “I’m just tired, and I’ve got a lot on my mind. There’s a lot going on, and…I think I’m just going to call it an early night.” I turned toward the house.
 
   Jake reached out and gripped my upper arm. “Please stop walking away from me.” He paused. “Is it Dani?”
 
   I shook my head again.
 
   He let go of me, both of our arms dropping to our sides in exasperation. “You’re not like Jason,” he said bitterly.
 
   I glared at him. “What’s that supposed to mean?”
 
   “You can’t hold everything inside like he does.” I could tell Jake felt slighted. “You tried that before and it didn’t work, remember?” I could feel his anger rising, and I saw an image of me in his mind—the memory of my breakdown at Fort Knox, the night reality had crashed into me and I’d crumpled to the floor in the cafeteria, sobbing.
 
   “Thanks for the reminder,” I quipped quietly.
 
   “Tell me what it is.” The injured look in his imploring brown eyes made it impossible not to say something.
 
   “I can’t—”
 
   “Why not?” He took a step closer, and I remembered how his arms had felt wrapped around me down at the river.
 
   “Because—”
 
   “Because why?”
 
   “Because you’re just going to leave!” I blurted. “That’s why I never…I can’t keep letting you in, Jake. I know that’s how this thing between us ends.”
 
   “Oh, really?”
 
   “Yes! And I don’t have the strength for that. Not right now.” My voice was unsteady and quiet. “Besides, with Becca and everything…things are changing.”
 
   His eyes widened.
 
   I was floundering, losing my grasp on reason, wanting to give in to instant gratification, to just fall into his arms. But I couldn’t allow myself to, so I tried again. “Things are already—”
 
   “Things are already what?” He braced his hands against the fence, pinning me in place.
 
   “—hard enough!” I straightened. “I can’t—”
 
   “Can’t or don’t want to? There’s a difference. You have no idea—”
 
   I pushed past him, on the verge of unrelenting tears. “I’m sorry, Jake, but I can’t do this. Please. Just let me go.”
 
   Overwhelmed, I hurried into the house, relieved there was no one around to ask me any more questions. I passed the parlor and ran up the stairs to my room. Jake’s room. Our room. I looked at the double bed, the old patchwork quilt covered by our conjoined, nylon sleeping bags. Just looking at our bed—the one that felt like it changed form weekly, but always felt the same with us in it together—the tears I’d been holding back began streaming down my cheeks. Taking a resolute step forward, I unzipped the sleeping bags, leaving them separated on top of the mattress. I was too exhausted to think anymore.
 
   Leaving the door open, I hoped the heat from the fire downstairs would find its way in during the later hours of the night, since I wouldn’t have Jake’s body to warm me. I was too focused on the growing emptiness I felt to pay much attention to the whispers and movement in the parlor below. I just need some sleep, I told myself. I’ll pull myself together in the morning.
 
   I pulled my sweatshirt over my head, then wrestled to get out of my boots, eventually flinging them across the floor in frustration. My patience was wearing thin, and my bones were still cold from the river. I pulled off my pants, too exhausted to worry about finding and donning my pajamas, and crawled into the soft flannel lining of the sleeping bag. I exhaled a long, deep breath and nestled into its warmth.
 
   The sound of the wooden floorboards creaking jarred me from the brink of sobs. My back was to the door, but I heard heavy footsteps entering the room and then boots falling to the floor. I heard the muted sound of metal being set on the wooden vanity and then the click-clack of Cooper’s nails as he padded into the room to sleep on the floor on Jake’s side of the bed.
 
   The mattress depressed behind me as Jake lay down. He turned to me, curling his warm body around mine outside of my sleeping bag. His arm came around my middle, pulling me against him, and his worry and sadness enshrouded me.
 
   I held my uneven breaths, hoping I could suffocate my sobs.
 
   Jake said nothing. He whispered no reassurances, nor did he ask me to confide in him again. But he held me, and I clutched on to his strong, comforting arms as they tightened around me. I sobbed silently, thankful the room was dark.
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   Part of me wanted to stand up and pace, and part of me craved to reach out with my telepathy to tell Zoe and Jason that I’d found their mom…but I couldn’t do either. The latter was off-limits because, though I was certain Dr. Wesley was their mother, she was also the one who created the Virus, killing almost every person my friends and I loved. Knowing what she’d done would hurt them more than her abandonment. They were better off thinking the Virus killed her.
 
   As for the standing, I couldn’t do that because I was in Dr. Wesley’s office with her, trying to keep myself from attacking her. I had to sit on my hands to keep from scratching out her eyeballs.
 
   Only a few words had been exchanged since I’d stormed into her office, and at least a quarter of an hour had passed in verbal silence. Staring into her jewel-blue eyes, I despised her, even more so for her striking resemblance to my two favorite people, and for what she’d done to them…abandoning them. How did I not see it before? I can’t believe I was so blind!
 
   Finally, my voice low and cold, I managed to ask, “Why?” When she didn’t respond, I jumped to my feet and stalked to her desk, planted my hands on the surface, and leaned in. “Tell me why you did it. Tell me why you killed everyone.”
 
   She blinked, slowly, the rest of her body going completely still. “For my family. For my children. I had no choice.” Does she know that I know who she is?
 
   “There’s always a choice,” I snapped, but the words didn’t sound as harsh as I’d intended. She was talking about Zoe and Jason—my Zoe and Jason—and, unwillingly, some of my fiery hatred for this woman dampened. But I want to hate her… “Explain,” I demanded.
 
   Dr. Wesley sighed, and her strength of will seemed to deflate, like she was letting go of a burden she’d carried all her life. She suddenly appeared an older, more haggard woman than she’d been a few seconds earlier. “Before my children were born,” she said softly, “before my husband and I were married, I worked for a civilian company contracted by the Department of Defense. I made a breakthrough that landed our little lab on the DOD’s radar, and the opportunity to receive their funding was one we couldn’t turn down, so we relocated from our small Maryland town to a military base.” She laughed softly, a sound devoid of humor, and shook her head. “Shortly after my team and I moved, I met my husband.”
 
   As I watched Dr. Wesley—Dr. Cartwright, in all reality—lose herself in memory, I lowered myself into one of the worn, padded chairs in front of her desk. I didn’t think her story was going to be short, but if it contained the answers I sought, an explanation for why any person would do what she’d done, I could sit and listen and be patient. Why she was telling me her story, I didn’t know, and honestly, I didn’t care, just so long as she gave me answers…information…ammo. Assuming she’s telling the truth…
 
   “He was a soldier, one of the men in the unit assigned to guard us, which really meant keep an eye on us so we didn’t hand potentially dangerous technology over to ‘the enemy.’” She smiled wistfully, the past filling her eyes. “I hated him for months, but that was really just because I’d fallen for him almost the first moment I saw him, and I refused to give up my career for a man.” She was quiet for a moment. “When I discovered what the military intended to do with my research, he was the one who helped me escape.”
 
   So she didn’t want to hurt anyone…but she still ended up killing everyone. I tried to imagine Tom Cartwright, my best friend’s scatterbrained, hardworking craftsman father, as Dr. Wesley’s knight in camouflage armor. But I’d only known him as a troubled, middle-aged man, and picturing him as a soldier was impossible.
 
   Quietly, I asked, “What were you researching?”
 
   The doctor’s hint of a smile disintegrated. “A base pair on a specific strand of DNA estimated to be present in a little over 10 percent of the human population. It held the genetic key to accessing never-before-seen mental and physical abilities.”
 
   “Like what we’re experiencing now?” I asked.
 
   She nodded. “One of my colleagues hypothesized that—” She halted, her gaze sharp, assessing. “How familiar are you with genetics?”
 
   I shrugged. “Not very. I took a biological anthropology class as an undergrad, so I understand Darwinism, natural selection, and all that good stuff, but being able to picture a pretty, multicolored double helix is about as far as my DNA comprehension goes.”
 
   With a frown, Dr. Wesley nodded. “I’ll keep it simple, then. Basically, we discovered the strand of DNA that, among other things, controls our genetic potential to exhibit an Ability. I discovered the base pair on the strand that inhibits—or used to inhibit—that potential. All we had to do was determine a way to delete the inhibiting pair, and then we could really see what the strand could do.”
 
   I held up a hand to interrupt. “Can you even do that—delete a gene?”
 
   Shaking her head, Dr. Wesley corrected, “A base pair, not a gene, and nature does it every day. You have some understanding of evolution, so you know that genetic mutation, one of the driving forces behind evolution, is random, correct?” Whatever my personal feelings for the doctor were, I couldn’t deny her genius. Her eyes practically glowed with it.
 
   I nodded.
 
   “Those natural, completely random mutations generally take place in three ways: substitution, when one base pair is substituted with another; deletion, when a base pair is left out; and insertion, when an entirely new base pair appears. Unfortunately, such mutations are completely unpredictable, usually harmful, and, for the most part, uncontrollable, not to mention limited by the reproductive rate of a species.”
 
   Raising my eyebrows, I said, “But…” The genetic changes caused by the Virus hadn’t been limited to the next generation of humans; they’d impacted us all, changing everyone who survived.
 
   “But,” Dr. Wesley agreed. “Over two decades ago, a few months before my husband-to-be helped me flee from the military, I read an article by a brilliant young microbiologist on something he called ‘gene therapy.’ Have you ever heard of it?”
 
   Entranced by her story, I shook my head. It was mind-boggling that the moves leading to the destruction of mankind had been set in play so long ago, before I was even born. Had anyone known the consequences of their actions? Had the demolition of civilization been the goal even then? Or were the key players just looking to make a new, stronger breed of people?
 
   “Essentially, gene therapy is a way to force spontaneous genetic mutation, even in a fully grown subject.”
 
   Subject. I snorted and clarified, “Person.”
 
   “Person, cat, apple tree—anything with DNA,” Dr. Wesley explained. “In gene therapy, a virus is the delivery method for the mutation—either to transport a new base pair for substitution or insertion, or to delete an existing base pair.” Dr. Wesley dropped her eyes, looking at her hands instead of at me. “Unfortunately, though the virus we initially used was mostly harmless on its own, our trials proved that the gene therapy was too dangerous to continue researching and experimenting with.”
 
   “Trials? As in, human trials?”
 
   “Well, we couldn’t exactly use a bird, could we? And unless you know of a secret preserve of Homo sapiens neanderthalensis, our only route to test the procedure was to try it on our fellow humans.” At seeing the appall warping my face, she added, “They were all volunteers.”
 
   I snorted again. “I’m sure. So what happened? You said it was too dangerous. Did the government shut the program down?”
 
   Dr. Wesley shook her head. “If only. The gene therapy had an unfortunate side effect for most of the test subjects. During the first round, we only chose subjects who were confirmed carriers of the P-strand.”
 
   “P-strand?”
 
   “Pandora strand.” She laughed bitterly. “One of my lab assistants came up with it as a joke. She had no idea how appropriate the name was.” There was a long pause before Dr. Wesley resumed her explanation. “We only chose people whose genetic makeup contained the P-strand, but we didn’t notice the variation among different test subjects. The gene therapy was designed to take out the final base pair in that strand, which we’d identified as the Ability-inhibiting pair. But”—she took a heavy breath—“eighty percent of the test subjects in that first group had an additional base pair, which inhibited something else entirely, and in those subjects, that was the base pair that was deleted. We hadn’t been looking for it, so we just…missed it,” she said, an air of defeat in her voice.
 
   So…what does that mean? I thought about my experiences in the post-Virus world over the past few months, and I was pretty sure I’d puzzled out what that additional base pair inhibited. “Let me guess—it inhibited insanity, and once it was deleted, those people lost it?”
 
   Eyebrows raised, Dr. Wesley nodded. Apparently, I’d impressed her. Go me.
 
   “It wasn’t obvious at first,” she explained, “just like the Abilities didn’t develop immediately. But in time, it became clear. I begged my superiors to set the project aside. I told them it was far too dangerous, but they ordered another trial, this time with a random sampling of people who weren’t preselected based on their genetic makeup. I hated myself for doing it, but I followed orders, carried out the trial, and cried myself to sleep every night. Tom was all that got me through it.”
 
   Looking into my eyes, imploring me to understand, she said, “There were one hundred people in that test group, and ninety-one of them died within a month of treatment. Not from the gene therapy, exactly, but from colds, allergies, blood infections caused by minor wounds, you name it. You see, unlike in the first trial, where we made sure everyone carried the P-strand, we didn’t do so with the second trial group. Ninety-one of them didn’t carry the P-strand. The strand that was in the place of the P-strand for those test subjects”—at my sudden scowl, she amended what she’d said—“for those people related directly to the immune system. Deleting the final base pair did something that almost completely destroyed their bodies’ ability to heal. It was irreversible, and no matter how—” An uncontrollable sob choked off her words.
 
   Sympathy welled inside me, but I shoved it away. She deserved her pain. She killed Grams…Cam…Callie…her own husband…
 
   Voice cracking under the weight of her sorrow, she said, “No matter how many hours I spent in the lab, trying to find a cure, they all died. My superiors wouldn’t even let us contact their families so they could speak to their loved ones one last time.” After another choking sob, she regained her composure. “Tom said he would take me away…that we could start a new life somewhere else, where we would become other people—normal people—and hide from the horrors of what I’d done. We developed a plan that protected us, and once we were married and had children, protected our family, for almost ten years.”
 
   Tilting my head to the side, I said, “You disappeared?”
 
   Dr. Wesley’s answering grin was sly. “Better than you can imagine. Tom and I—we both carried the P-strand, and by some glorious twist of fate, neither of us had the extra base pair. It seemed like destiny at the time, like some higher power was guiding us, telling us we were doing the right thing. So, we gave ourselves the gene therapy treatment and waited for our Abilities to develop, hoping they would be in some way beneficial to our escape. You know mine—nulling others’ Abilities—”
 
   “And amplifying,” I said, interrupting her. “The General only knows about that side of your Ability, doesn’t he? I’d imagine he’d be pretty upset if he found out you could block other people’s Abilities as well.”
 
   Her eyes narrowed, but she agreed with a stiff nod. She’d heard my not-so-subtle threat, and it seemed she would continue to cooperate. “Tom’s Ability proved equally useful. He could alter people’s memories, making them forget they’d ever seen us. It was the next best thing to being invisible.”
 
   I stared at her, flabbergasted. Overloaded on insane information, I’d yet to process the fact that Tom—Zoe and Jason’s dad—had an Ability, or at least, he’d had one before he died of the Virus. He died of the Virus. Suddenly, several things clicked. “The Virus—it was different this time, wasn’t it?”
 
   “It was,” she said. “It was a modified influenza virus, nearly universally contagious and designed to take advantage of the weakened immune systems of the non-P-strand carriers.”
 
   “And you created it that way, didn’t you? You created it to kill everyone.” Too angry to wait for an answer, I repeated my initial question, “Why?” Why’d you create it? Why’d you leave your family? Why’d you kill everyone? Why?
 
   Dr. Wesley met my eyes, then immediately looked away. “Gregory—General Herodson—had been one of the lower officers overseeing my project in the beginning. He and I had gone on a few dates before I realized my feelings for Tom, and he convinced me to check his DNA for the P-strand. Like Tom and me, he was a viable candidate for the gene therapy. He convinced me to include him in the second trial, which I shouldn’t have done because it invalidated the random selection process, but I did it anyway, hoping it would make him more amenable to letting me leave.”
 
   Raising her furious gaze to mine, she said, “It didn’t. Tom and I escaped before Gregory’s Ability was strong enough to really control anyone’s minds, but once we were gone, he had several decades to strengthen and perfect his control…to plant people where he needed them. And for the past twenty-four years he’s used my Ability—or half of it—to make his even stronger.” From the fury in her voice, I could tell how much she hated him. Good. At least we agree on that.
 
   Dr. Wesley took a few deep breaths, then said, “During the ten years Tom and I were gone, Gregory built up his own mind-controlled army within the military, and eventually he found us.” She sounded utterly despondent. Broken.
 
   Oh God…I can’t hate her. I wanted to scream.
 
   “We’d gotten married and had two children at that point—a young boy and a girl little more than a baby—and he threatened to kill them if I didn’t join him…work for him…be his plaything.” She spat out the final word, and for once, I didn’t squash my sympathy. “He told me he loved me and needed me, and that if I attempted anything to be free of him—end my own life…try to end his—he would kill my children and husband. He had people ready to destroy my family if I hurt him or his plans in any way. He called it his ‘contingency plan.’” With liquid blue eyes, she begged me to understand. “So you see, I had no choice. My children—”
 
   “Are the only reason you’re still alive,” I said, standing. Honestly, it was mostly a bluff. I couldn’t kill her, not now that I knew the truth of who she was and why she’d created the Virus, but she didn’t need to know that.
 
   Dr. Wesley eyed me warily. “So you know.”
 
   “That Zoe and Jason are your kids? Yeah.” I took a step closer to her desk and held out my hand, palm up. “You have a master key. Give it to me.”
 
   She ignored my demand. “Will you tell them I’m here?” Her eyes were filled with equal amounts of hope and dread.
 
   “No. I hate lying to them, but the truth would hurt them so much more than if they go on thinking you’re dead.”
 
   “They would hate me. Thank you for—”
 
   My face twisted into an ugly sneer. “I’m doing it for them, not for you,” I spat. “They’d blame themselves, because if you had refused the General and let them die, everyone else might’ve gone on living. At least, that’s how they’d see it.”
 
   She flinched like I’d slapped her.
 
   “Give. Me. Your. Key. If you don’t, I’ll tell the General about the other half of your Ability and the neutralizer,” I said, an icy chill coating my words.
 
   Dr. Wesley reached into the pocket of her lab coat and pulled out an inconspicuous key. She placed it on my palm without touching my skin.
 
   “Does it open his office?”
 
   She shook her head. “Only he has those keys.”
 
   “Do you know why he sent a Re-gen to my people’s camp?”
 
   “No, I—” Her face filled with worry. “Are they alright?”
 
   “They’re fine.” Reluctantly, I added, “Zo and Jason know you didn’t die in the car crash. They found a letter you wrote to Tom—”
 
   “Oh God,” she whimpered as tears leaked from her eyes. “How…how’d you figure out who I was?”
 
   I started stringing the key onto the cord with the red card and the guard’s warehouse key. “You look like an older version of Zoe. I’m surprised I didn’t suspect sooner, but you were supposed to be dead, so…”
 
   “What are they like?” she asked softly.
 
   I sighed, really not wanting to ease her pain, but I could hear Grams chiding me in my head: I didn’t raise you to be so heartless, Dani-girl. “Zo and Jason are…they’re two of the best people I’ve ever known. Strong, smart, stubborn…I love them both very much. I’d die for them, and I’m pretty sure they’d do the same for me.”
 
   “They might, when they try to get you out of here. Then I’ll have a reason to hate you as much as you hate me.”
 
   God, I hope not. Their deaths were my worst fear. Wait—how does she even know about the escape? I narrowed my eyes. “Gabe told you.” That little…argh!
 
   She shrugged. “I’m not the enemy, Danielle.”
 
   I raised one shoulder.
 
   “You didn’t have to blackmail me for that.” She pointed to the key resting against my chest. “All you had to do was ask, and I would’ve given it to you.”
 
   I almost said, “I don’t care,” but I caught myself. I did care, and I suddenly felt monstrous for blackmailing her. It’s too late to take it back now. “I’ll do whatever I can to keep them safe.”
 
   “If your actions kill my children, then everything I’ve done to keep them safe will have been for naught. That’s on you.”
 
   Ouch. I shook my head, irritated at myself for letting her get under my skin. “Zo and Jason might blame themselves for everyone’s deaths if they knew about you, but I don’t. I blame you.” I turned and headed for the door.
 
   When my hand was on the doorknob, she asked, “Would you rather I’d killed myself, thus killing the two people you love so dearly? Gregory would have found another geneticist to engineer his virus, and everyone would’ve died anyway.”
 
   I opened the door and exited the office without responding, not on principle, not to give her the cold shoulder, but because I didn’t have an answer. I hurried down the hallway, around a corner, and leaned my back against the wall. Slowly, I slid to the ground, and cried.
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   I flung my bent arm up to block Sanchez’s elbow strike. When sparring, I was required to focus on something other than the thoughts jumping around like pesky, filthy fleas trying to distract me. I stepped into Sanchez, hooking my left leg directly behind her right, and before she had a chance to react, I shoved her shoulder, throwing her off-balance. She started falling backward. Knowing my weakness was not moving away in time, she clutched my thick braid and pulled me down with her.
 
   “You’re such a bitch,” I joked, panting on the ground beside her. We’d been at it for over an hour, and I was feeling it…everywhere.
 
   “I told you to chop it off. It’s not my fault you keep it long enough to pull.” She flung her hands above her head and tried to catch her breath.
 
   I’d thought many times about cutting my hair, but I was reticent. It was the only “old” part of me I had left.
 
   “I think you’ll get those achy muscles you wanted,” she said as she rubbed her thigh. “You did a number on me today. Those knees of yours are knobby.”
 
   I only laughed.
 
   A small smile tugged at her lips and she shook her head slightly. “You did good. You’re quicker than you used to be and definitely stronger.”
 
   That was a relief. I wanted to be better. Beyond that, I wanted my body to be as sore and heavy-feeling as my mind. I wanted physical exhaustion to help me fall asleep without trailing, wistful thoughts bothering me before my brain finally turned off for the night. We’d been practicing our Abilities, too—stretching and flexing them as much as we could.
 
   I sat up. “How are you feeling about your telepathy?”
 
   “It is what it is. I doubt I’ll ever be able to hear responses like Dani.”
 
   “Yeah, but one-way communication is better than none, and it seems like there are no distance barriers. That’s even better.”
 
   “I’m sure there’s a limit to how far, I just haven’t found it yet.”
 
   I shook my head. “Whatever. At least your Ability’s easy to control. It’s straightforward.”
 
   “Maybe,” she sighed. “But your control’s been getting better.”
 
   “Yeah, I guess. I mean, I can turn it on and off. There are some people it doesn’t work around very well.” I thought about Jake. “But that might be more of a me thing than an Ability glitch.”
 
   Sanchez took a long, deep breath and held it. “I’m…concerned for you, Zoe.”
 
   My eyes snapped to her. “Why?”
 
   “Your Ability is a saving grace in a lot of ways. You can tell when danger is coming now, or at least you’re getting better at that. You know when someone’s lying and when they’re sad.”
 
   She was right. Feeling what my friends were feeling and seeing their most sacred memories was becoming increasingly easier.
 
   “But you’ll see things about people that you’ll wish you hadn’t. To me, that sounds more like a curse than a gift.”
 
   I thought about it for a minute—about Jake’s private memories of his sister and of the intimate feelings Biggs and Sarah had whenever they were around one another. I thought about Sanchez’s memories of her abusive childhood and how she’d come to be the women she was—I agreed with her. My Ability was problematic and exhausting, but deep down I knew I probably wouldn’t change it if I was ever given the chance…even if I couldn’t really explain why.
 
   We sat quietly for a moment before she jumped to her feet. “Come on. One more round before we head back.”
 
    
 
   ~~~~~
 
    
 
   It was my first day riding Shadow, so we only ventured a couple miles away from camp, far enough to give him some exercise and a change in scenery. Much to my apprehension, I didn’t use a saddle because the clanking sound of it frightened him, but Carlos had helped me create a padded halter for his face, so I didn’t worsen his healing wounds. Shadow had clearly been ridden before, making the experience a good one even though I worried I was hurting him half the time.
 
   Sanchez and I rode between the rocky cliffs of a canyon, through a long-forgotten mining community. The sound of clomping hooves accompanied us up the rocky hillside as we made our way back to our little western town. The steady sound of the breeze and the frequent cawing of a hawk off in the distance lulled us into a lazy silence.
 
   I thought about life a million years ago and how untouched everything had been. Then humans came along and cut everything down, took over, and corrupted most things that were natural and beautiful. But not anymore. I almost laughed as I considered the unexpected twist of fate. We were the minority again. We were the outnumbered visitors in a place that would continue to thrive. We were the ones fighting to survive.
 
   A few paces in front of me, Sanchez sneezed, and I watched her for a moment, realizing how much she’d changed in the months I’d known her. While I found myself hardening into someone I barely recognized, she seemed to soften. She was still the epitome of feminine strength, but she also seemed more compassionate and vulnerable than before.
 
   “I’m starting to think we might actually have a chance,” she admitted as she leaned forward to pat Delilah’s neck. “Between all our Abilities…” She shrugged. “I definitely think we have a chance.”
 
   “As long as Jason doesn’t null us all in the middle of everything,” I scoffed.
 
   I immediately regretted saying his name. Sanchez’s relaxed expression hardened, and she stared out at the grassland that stretched out before us as we kept moving in the direction of our camp, settled beyond the next bend of trees. Jason seemed to be her own form of kryptonite. She struggled to shrug off his indifference toward her, but she never seemed fully able to do it.
 
   “Stop staring at me.” She glared, but I knew her irritation was only a defense mechanism. She trusted me with her privacy the way I trusted her with my life.
 
   The corner of my mouth lifted in sympathy as I felt her vulnerability surface for the second time since breakfast. She’d had another unpleasant run-in with Jason while he and Jake were gearing up to go hunting.
 
   Their past was one she’d cherished before, but now it ate away at her. Years ago, they’d been friends who could grab a beer when they had a free evening or sit casually outside of a pool hall getting lost in conversation, completely forgetting about the time. Sanchez wasn’t typically like that. Neither was Jason, and that’s what had made their friendship so special to her. I wasn’t sure if they’d ever been lovers, but the years they’d spent together on the same base had shown her that he was someone she could have grown to love if circumstances had been different.
 
   None of it mattered anymore…at least, not to him. He never so much as glanced her way unless he had to, practically treating her like a leper. His cold shoulder and one-word responses created tension so thick that we all grew anxious when the two were in close proximity. The longer Dani was away, the more palpable the tension became.
 
   “I wish we had a better idea of what sort of Abilities they have access to at the Colony,” I thought aloud. “So we really know what we’re up against…so that we can form some sort of a plan.” I thought about the programs Dani was learning about, and the altered “people” she was meeting. What else is going on that she hasn’t seen? The possibilities frightened me.
 
   Sanchez took a swig from her water bottle and slid it back into her saddle bag before looking over at me. “We know more than we did,” she said frankly.
 
   I nodded, and we plodded through the scant woods and into the ghost town, heading for the stable. When we were finished with the horses, I took advantage of the sunlight to finish a sketch of Shadow I’d been working on, while Tavis, Chris, and Sanchez went to get a fresh batch of water. Jason and Carlos were probably at the sheriff’s office, whittling like they had been the last couple days, and Harper and Jake were playing fetch with the dogs. Sam seemed to be the only one unaccounted for.
 
   Setting my sketchpad down, I gazed around. I noticed Sam-sized Nike footprints in the dirt and decided to follow them. The closer I came to the Sheriff’s office, the clearer I could hear a quiet whoosh and thunk coming from the shooting range we’d created behind it. We’d been using the cowboy cutouts we’d found in the General Store as targets and hay bales and sacks of fake sugar and flour as obstacles.
 
   I wandered over, only to find Sam standing in the last patch of sunshine in the center of the shooting range, his stance wide and his arms upraised; one arm pulled a bowstring back to his ear and the other held the bow extended in front of him. He was aiming an arrow at one of the bullet-riddled cowboys furthest from him.
 
   I remained quiet, watching Sam’s deep concentration and feeling the focus radiating from him. “I can feel you watching me,” he said without looking in my direction.
 
   Just like he could see the blood covering my clothes in the darkness? Interesting. A smirk lifted the side of my mouth, and I took a step toward him, arms crossed over my chest. “You look like you know what you’re doing,” I said playfully.
 
   Sam let go of the bowstring, and the arrow flew straight through the air, piercing where the cowboy’s heart might be. He readied another arrow, and I watched him go through the same motions again—he let out a deep breath, shifted his feet, aimed, took another deep breath, and then released the bowstring. The arrow sailed off to the left, piercing a cowboy’s groin area.
 
   “I like the way you think,” I said, laughing. “Where did you learn archery?”
 
   “Tavis.” Sam readied another arrow and, again, aimed and released. When he let go, he hit his target spot on—another cowboy, right in the chest.
 
   “Why a bow and arrow?” I asked, half knowing the answer already. He was young, and I assumed Tavis hadn’t wanted him to carry a gun. There was something unsettling about making a child shoot to kill, no matter the situation. Even though it was awkward and harder to carry around, the bow seemed less imposing and more…civil in some strange way. It made sense to me. I hated the feeling of cold metal in my hands and the sound of cracking gunfire.
 
   “I don’t like guns,” he answered.
 
   “Me neither,” I said honestly. I stood and watched him while he walked to retrieve his arrows a few dozen yards away.
 
   “Then why do you have one strapped to your leg?” he called.
 
   “I need to be able to protect myself,” I said with a grin. “Unlike you, no one’s ever taught me to use a bow.”
 
   Sam looked at me as he returned. He was considering something; I could see it in his appraising eyes. “Want to make a deal?”
 
   “Perhaps,” I said, tilting my head in curiosity.
 
   “I’ll get Tavis to get you a new bow from the archery place in town, and we’ll teach you how to use it, if you’ll teach me how to draw.” He stood there, watching my thoughtful expression, waiting.
 
   “You like to draw?”
 
   He nodded. “I saw your sketchbook in the house. I liked the one you started of the pregnant lady with crazy hair.”
 
   It was the sketch of Sarah I hadn’t finished in her absence. “Well, thanks. But that seems like an unfair deal, don’t you think? You’ll give me a bow and teach me how to use it, and all I have to do is give you drawing lessons?” As I finished, I saw a memory of his mother painting in a room scattered with paints and rags and canvases. She’d been an artist.
 
   “Take it or leave it,” he said sharply.
 
   I stifled a laugh. “Do you know how to defend yourself if you don’t have your bow?” I asked, an idea forming in my mind.
 
   His face was expressionless.
 
   “How about you practice hand-to-hand self-defense with me when I train during the day, plus you help me with the bow, and then in the evenings we’ll draw?”
 
   He nodded in agreement. “When do we start?”
 
   I smiled. “How about now? But we’ll have to make this one a short session. I’ve been training all day, and my body aches. Sound good?”
 
   He eyed me skeptically.
 
   “What can I say, I’m old,” I said with a smirk. “Humor me.”
 
   He handed me his bow and an arrow from his quiver. “Here you go.”
 
   I stared at the bow for a moment before accepting it, surprised by the weight of it in my hand.
 
   “You have to hold it like this…” Sam maneuvered the fingers on my left hand around the bow’s grip and then showed me how to hold the arrow between my index and middle finger with my right. “The fletching has to be lined up like this,” he said, rotating the arrow in my grasp. “Otherwise the arrow will shoot off in that direction.” He pointed to a pine tree off to my right. “Stand with your feet spread apart a little…good. Now raise it up.” He stepped away to demonstrate with an invisible bow of his own.
 
   I did as my young instructor commanded and allowed myself a smile. I’m getting archery lessons from a ten-year-old.
 
   “Don’t smile,” Sam chided, and I cleared my throat to stifle another laugh. “Pull the string back to your cheek,” he said, observing me. “No, further.” Sam huffed and groaned as he guided my arm back further. “Okay, now let go.”
 
   Taking a deep breath, and then another, I squeezed my left eye closed to focus on the painted target. My fingers released the string and it snapped back into place. A grin spread across my lips as I watched the arrow glide past the target and land somewhere behind it. I was far from hitting my mark, but I felt victorious nonetheless. “I did it.”
 
   “You need practice,” Sam said dryly. “But that wasn’t too bad.”
 
   We continued practicing, and after sighing at me a couple times, Sam finally smiled with pride. After each shot, he had me back up a yard or two, testing me. When I’d let my seventh arrow fly, he crossed his arms over his chest and smirked. “Good,” he said, walking beside me to retrieve the arrows.
 
   “I kinda like this,” I admitted.
 
   “I knew you would.”
 
   I pushed his shoulder playfully. “You think you know me so well, Sam?”
 
   He nodded. “Yep.”
 
   “Having fun?” Tavis called as he pushed away from the side of the sheriff’s building.
 
   I jumped. “Jesus! I didn’t know you were watching.”
 
   He laughed, clearly amused. “Not long. How’d you do?”
 
   “I think I did pretty good, actually,” I said, handing Sam his bow. I tied my hair back into a knot to keep it out of my face. “But you’ll have to ask my teacher for an unbiased opinion.” I looked back at Sam.
 
   “Zoe did better than you,” Sam interjected with a subtle smirk, and I winked at him in gratitude as my own smile grew.
 
   “I wasn’t going to say anything,” I said with a teasing shrug.
 
   Tavis pointed to himself. “Better than me? This guy right here?”
 
   Sam peered up into the sky, squinting and ruminating like he wanted to make absolutely sure. “Yep.”
 
   Tavis’s mouth was gaping in mock horror, and then he gave Sam a wry look. “Well, we can’t all have perfect aim like you, Sam.” He ruffled the boy’s brown hair.
 
   Having collected all of Sam’s arrows, the three of us headed back toward the boarding house. “Did you guys bring back more water?” I asked, realizing I was thirsty.
 
   Tavis nodded, his thumbs hooked in the pockets of his jeans. “We did, and Harper’s making rabbit stew, so I hope you’re hungry.”
 
   “Ravenous, actually. How about you, Sam?”
 
   “Meh, I could eat,” he said casually right before his stomach grumbled.
 
   I nudged his shoulder with my elbow. “‘Meh?’ I don’t think your tummy agrees with you.” I laughed, and when I glanced up, I noticed Jake and Sanchez watching us from the stable. Sanchez acknowledged us with a nod and turned toward the paddocks, but Jake’s eyes lingered on the three of us. His eyes met mine before he turned and followed Sanchez.
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   I twirled my fork, making a nest of noodles and tomato sauce on my plate. This evening was the first time I’d been in Gabe’s house, but it wasn’t much of a change in scenery. His kitchen was much like mine, filled with taupe counter tiles, walnut cabinets, and an asymmetrical island. We were sitting across from each other at the small, square oak kitchen table.
 
   “Are you sure?” I asked after chewing and swallowing my latest bite. It tasted of garlic and tomato sauce from a jar. Gabe wasn’t a bad cook, but his skills didn’t come close to Cam’s. I was spoiled in my previous life.
 
   “I’m too recognizable to be out after curfew. It’s an impossibility…and you shouldn’t go either. It’s too dangerous.” He watched me, his pale blue eyes pensive. “Maybe you can just tell those Re-gens—”
 
   “Camille and Mase,” I corrected. I was getting tired of everyone—except for Dr. Wesley, I acceded reluctantly—treating the Re-gens like dogs. They were trained, experimented on, and kept ignorant in the most ludicrous, disturbing ways, and though I knew their brains worked a little differently, they were still human, more or less. They had human emotions and human reactions, and I wanted Gabe to treat them like…well, humans.
 
   Gabe took a deep breath and gently set down his fork. “Maybe you can tell Camille and Mase what you’re looking for, and they can carry out the search for information for you.” After a pause, he added, “I really don’t think you should endanger yourself, especially not with everything going down tomorrow night.”
 
   I not-so-softly dropped my fork. “Oh, but I should let them risk their lives because they’re what…not real people? They have feelings like you and me, Gabe, you just have to give them the chance to show you.”
 
   “But they’re not like you and me, Dani,” he snapped. He lowered his hands to his lap, but I could see his arms tensing as he clenched and unclenched his fists. “Not anymore. I know they look like normal people and they talk like normal people and, hell, they probably really do have normal human emotions to some degree, but they’re not the same as us…they’re not the same as they used to be. She…their brains are different…closed off to me.” Running his fingers through his blond hair, he sighed. “I don’t trust them.”
 
   “Maybe you’re right, maybe they are different, but you’re right about another thing that’s more important—they are my friends, as much as you are.” More so, even, I thought. They haven’t betrayed me. Pulling a folded-up piece of paper out of my jeans pocket, I said, “Any information you can give me to answer these questions will help us plan our escape better.”
 
   “Our escape…” Gabe repeated as he reached across the table to snatch the paper from my fingers. It was filled with the many questions I’d written to gather information about the Colony after my mind-convo with Zoe and Jason the previous afternoon. After several long, silent minutes, Gabe stood, strode over to the sink, and pulled a lighter out of a nearby drawer. He held the piece of paper over the sink, and with a flick of the lighter, set it aflame.
 
   “What are you doing?” I screeched, jumping up as I watched the paper shrivel into an ashy ball.
 
   Gabe dropped it before the tiny flames burned his fingers, and shook his head. “It’s evidence against you—against both of us. I’ll gather as much information as I can tomorrow morning, but no list. Someone might find it,” he told me.
 
   I forced myself to reclaim my seat. “Why’d you say ‘our escape’ like that?” I asked softly.
 
   “Like what?”
 
   “Like you aren’t actually planning to join me. We’ve been over this. You promised,” I reminded him.
 
   He didn’t answer immediately. “Why do you even want me to leave with you?” he finally asked into the sink. “After what I’ve done to you—”
 
   “Because I care about you!” I blurted without thinking, and it was true. I do care about him…probably more than I should.
 
   He spun around, facing me, his look hopeful. “What are you say—”
 
   Before he could finish, I added, “I’d hate to see you stuck here forever, or worse, hurt because I left you behind. I couldn’t live with myself knowing I’d done that.” I shrugged. “Besides, I’d like you with me while I plot to take his mightiness down. You know things…you’re useful.”
 
   Gabe leaned back against the counter. “It might also be useful for me to stay here…for you to have someone on the inside. I can do more from in here.”
 
   What’s his deal? Why could he possibly want to stay? Is it Dr. Wesley? “I already have someone in the belly of the beast, and she’s far closer to the brain than you are. You’re, like, down in the intestines, but she’s working her way up the esophagus.”
 
   I’d hoped my ridiculous analogy might wipe some of the torn expression off his face, but it only deepened it. “Wes shouldn’t have to—”
 
   “Why not?” I snapped. “She owes us. She owes everyone.”
 
   He held my eyes for a moment longer, then looked away as he walked around the island to reclaim his seat at the table. “She’s not the monster you’ve made her out to be in your mind. She didn’t have a choice. Maybe she can come with us, too.”
 
   Bad, bad idea. There was no way I was letting Jason and Zoe find out the truth about their mom…about what she’d done to protect them. “She’s seeking redemption, Gabe. I highly doubt she’d ever agree to leaving”—desperately, I hoped I was right about that—“but if it makes you feel better, ask her. Invite her, whatever. I don’t care,” I lied.
 
   Gabe was silent for a long time, looking into my eyes like he was studying my soul. “Fine, I will. And I will leave with you, regardless of her answer.” He looked away, staring down at the table like he was trying to burn a hole in it.
 
   “How long have you been working with her?” I asked.
 
   He said nothing for a while, then finally, “I knew of her, but I didn’t know her until the Virus started spreading throughout the base.”
 
   So he didn’t help kill everyone. My relief almost choked me. “Good to know.” I watched him for a few heartbeats, wondering what he was thinking about. Is he making plans for tomorrow…for the escape? “Do you have a way to get your friend out?” I asked. Gabe was always very guarded when he spoke of the woman who was “like a sister” to him—I knew next to nothing about her.
 
   “I, uh…I’m taking care of it.” Before I could ask for clarification, he said, “You, uh, probably need to leave soon to get ready for your excursion tonight, but before you go, I want to give you something.”
 
   Wait…what?
 
   Meeting my eyes, Gabe stood. He walked around the table, pulled out the chair nearest mine, and sat. As he reached into the pocket of his slacks, he said, “I wasn’t sure I wanted to give you this, but…”
 
   I had no idea what he was talking about, but I was getting the very uncomfortable feeling that he was about to cross the just-friends boundary I’d carefully constructed. My eyes were wide.
 
   Gabe set a small digital camera down on the corner of the table. “Take this with you tonight,” he said, looking into my eyes as he nudged the camera closer to me with his fingertips. “It’s fully charged and has a sixty-four-gig memory card, so you should be able to take pictures of whatever you find. Just…” His eyes squinted, his expression turning pleading. “Just please be careful with it. If anyone finds it on you…”
 
   “Gabe, I…thank you,” I said, picking up the little camera and turning it on to get a feel for its various settings. “I mean it. This’ll be a huge help.”
 
   “I wish you weren’t going at all.”
 
   “I know.”
 
    
 
   ~~~~~ 
 
    
 
   Before she left the previous afternoon, Camille had given me the address of the location where I would meet up with her and Mase at midnight. It was an empty house in an unoccupied part of the expansive residential area.
 
   At a quarter to midnight, I slipped out the back door to my house as quietly as possible. Ten minutes later, I’d made it a block to the south, flitting from shadow to shadow, grateful that the moon had waned to a little less than half its full size. The house where we were to meet was on my right, looking almost identical to both mine and Gabe’s. It was a two-story, modern craftsman painted a deep earth tone I couldn’t make out in the darkness. As I stepped onto the overgrown lawn, I heard a soft whisper coming from the front porch and froze.
 
   “It’s too dangerous,” a male voice whispered. I was fairly certain it was Mase.
 
   “Nobody’s going to catch us,” Camille countered.
 
   “That’s not what I meant.”
 
   After a brief pause, Camille whispered, “I have to know. I only know what you told me before…which wasn’t much.” Again, she paused, and when she continued, her soft voice held a plea. “Giant, I need to. Don’t you want to know?”
 
   “I’m afraid.”
 
   Camille cooed soothingly. “You’ll always be my Giant, no matter what we find out, okay?” I heard nothing for a few seconds, then Camille’s, “Thank you.”
 
   Feeling awkward, I took a few more steps and cleared my throat. The noise sounded obscenely loud, and I cringed.
 
   “C’mon,” Camille whispered, stepping out of the impenetrable shadows and onto the porch steps. She was wearing military gear—fatigues and a few weapons—which made her look more like a girl playing dress-up than a soldier. “We’ve got stuff for you to put on. You can change inside.”
 
   Camille reached for the door handle, and I started up the steps. I could finally see Mase in the inky darkness. Only after I stopped beside Camille did I hear a click, and she twisted the knob. She’d unlocked the door, but she hadn’t used a key.
 
   “Uh…Camille?” I said quietly.
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   “What exactly is your Ability?” I was pretty sure I’d just watched her pick a lock with her mind.
 
   She turned her face to me, and her eyes appeared to be half-dollar pools of night. “I control metal.”
 
   “So…why’d you need me to get Dr. Wesley’s key?”
 
   Camille opened the door and ushered Mase and me inside the house before answering. “We needed to know how committed she was. She won’t talk to me, not really, and she almost never interacts with Mase. She still sees us as, um…”
 
   “Puppets?” I offered. The three of us stood clustered together in the entry hall. “Someone she can control, sort of like how the General controls everyone else?”
 
   She nodded enthusiastically. “Yes, exactly.”
 
   “And the key?”
 
   “Oh, right. If she gave you the key—an action that could pretty much seal her death—it meant she was fully committed.”
 
   Committed to what? But before I could ask, Mase thrust a black duffel bag at me and said, “Put this stuff on.”
 
   It took me nearly ten minutes and Mase’s help to shuffle through all the clothing and gear in the bag and get myself fitted up. When I was finished, I was pretty sure I looked as out of place as Camille. Beside Mase, we looked like a couple of elves who’d escaped from the North Pole and bedecked themselves in combat gear. Regardless, I figured it was a better disguise than running around after curfew in black hoodies and jeans.
 
   “Alright,” I said once my pistol, combat knife, and assault rifle were situated. I shifted my shoulders and cringed at the noise. “There’s no way I can move silently wearing all this.”
 
   “Silent isn’t the goal,” Mase said, looking down at me with no hint of amusement. “We want to look like we belong, not like we’re sneaking around.”
 
   Hide in plain sight? It made sense, so I didn’t argue. I glanced at the door. “So, uh…where to first?”
 
   “We’re only going one place,” Camille said, grinning wickedly.
 
   “And that place is?”
 
   “Headquarters.”
 
   I stared first at Camille, then at Mase, before taking a deep breath. “Shit,” I said as I exhaled. Headquarters was where the General’s office was located, and there were bound to be guards posted at all hours.
 
   “Please tell me you have a plan,” I said weakly.
 
   Camille’s expression melted into innocence, and it was Mase’s turn to grin. His smile was even more wicked than Camille’s had been.
 
    
 
   ~~~~~ 
 
    
 
   The plan, as it turned out, was comprised of Camille using the metals that saturate the human body to hold any guards we came across temporarily motionless while Mase and I injected them with a chemical compound that would both knock them out for several hours and cause short-term memory loss. By the time they could recall their attackers—if they ever could—we would be long gone. Or we would be dead. Either way, we would be out of the General’s reach. Unless he brings me back as a Re-gen…
 
   We took out the two soldiers guarding the main entrance without complication, and Mase even managed to prop them up against the building so the unlikely passersby wouldn’t suspect foul play simply by seeing the out-of-commission guards. Two more men were stationed in the dark hallway just outside the General’s office, and they went down just as easily. My Ability to observe and keep track of the minds around me like a built-in radar was priceless.
 
   Mase searched the downed guards while Camille and I waited patiently by the door. Neither had the three keys required to unlock the deadbolts barring the door. Fortunately, we had Camille, who was better than any key. She closed her eyes and concentrated. After two achingly long minutes, she glanced at me over her shoulder, her lips spread into a self-satisfied smirk.
 
   It was my turn. I concentrated, and, not sensing anything beyond the door, gave Mase a go-ahead nod. He shouldered between us and opened the door to the dark office. All clear.
 
   “Next shift change is at two,” Mase whispered. “Nobody should be walking around the building until then.” He glanced at the high-tech watch on his wrist and pushed a button to light up the face. “We’ve got about an hour until we need to be gone.”
 
   “Okay.” I closed my eyes and focused, searching the night sky with my Ability. I couldn’t find what I was looking for in or over the Colony, so I reached beyond. My consciousness expanded, an undetectable sphere of mental awareness, and I found my quarry less than a mile to the east, soaring over a prairie as they hunted. For the briefest moment, I felt like I was flying with them…like I was them. What the hell was that?
 
   The three owls were confused when they felt my touch, but curiosity convinced them to heed my call. They flew across the starlit sky with incredible speed, agreeing to keep watch over the building I showed them mentally—headquarters—while we were inside it. I could’ve used my Ability to observe the movement of minds around me, but then I wouldn’t have been able to concentrate fully on the search for information.
 
   “I’ve called in some friends to keep watch from above. They’ll let me know if anyone’s coming our way,” I told Camille and Mase.
 
   They said nothing and simply stared at me, clearly confused.
 
   “Oh, um, my Ability works on animals, too,” I explained. I watched as understanding lit their features in the darkness. “So…I’ll take the desk, I guess, if you guys want to start searching the file cabinets?”
 
   I reached into the neck of my fatigues and pulled the camera Gabe had given me out of my sports bra. “Let me know if you find anything important and I’ll take a picture.”
 
   Again, their faces filled with confusion.
 
   Crap…they don’t know what a camera is… “Just let me know if you find anything that looks important or like it could help us get out of here, okay?”
 
   Finally, they nodded and turned to the wall of file cabinets, clicking on their flashlights before opening neighboring drawers.
 
   With a sigh, I looked down at the General’s desk. It took me a moment to figure out why it looked so odd. There was no computer, not the laptop or tablet I’d seen General Herodson using the only other time I’d been in his office. Instead, all that cluttered his desktop was a stack of trays labeled IN, OUT, and URGENT, a cup holding writing utensils, the usual office supplies—stapler, tape dispenser, and notepads—and a stack of manila file folders. One of those folders was labeled DANIELLE O’CONNOR. Has the General been checking up on me?
 
   I opened the folder. My face stared up at me from an eight-by-ten photograph I’d never seen before. I wasn’t positive, but it looked like it had been taken inside my borrowed house. Creepy. There were only a few sheets of paper beneath the photo, so I quickly flipped through them, taking a picture of each to read later.
 
   The rest of the folders were dossiers devoted to individuals, just like the one with my name on it. Why is mine here with these other people’s? Unwilling to waste time searching each and every paper, I photographed the profile sheet contained within each folder. It gave a good overview on each individual, including their personal identifying information, a small photo, basic characteristics, Ability, and an “Additional Notes” section at the bottom. They must be important to the General too.
 
   Underneath the stack of dossiers was a black, leather-bound organizer. I unzipped it carefully, not wanting to disturb any loose contents. My caution proved fortuitous—several dozen loose papers, tabbed and color-coded, had obviously been organized in a specific order; messing up that order could easily clue the General in to what his nocturnal intruders were searching for, and I was determined to do everything I could to avoid that. He couldn’t know my plans, couldn’t know my intentions, until I was long gone. Not if I wanted to make it out alive.
 
   I scanned the top sheet, then the three beneath it. It took my brain a few seconds to register what my eyes were seeing. It was a detailed outline of the General’s schedule for the next two days, including start times, end times, and locations for each appointment. His schedule was packed, even in the evening hours. I took pictures of the four pages before moving on.
 
   The next set of papers had been paper-clipped together, and a small green sticky tab had been stuck to the upper right corner of the top sheet. DAILY GUARD ROTATION had been printed neatly on it. I barely glanced at the words written on the pages as I snapped pictures of each. The remaining papers related to other day-to-day matters, but none seemed significant to my escape.
 
   I almost squealed with excitement, and my heart most definitely skipped a beat, when I set all of the loose papers aside. The first item bound in the organizer was a detailed, laminated map of the Colony. I didn’t hesitate before taking a picture.
 
   “Dani?”
 
   I jumped and looked up to find Camille standing on the other side of the desk, holding a folder out to me. PROJECT EDEN.
 
   “Sorry,” she said softly before waving the folder back and forth. “This looks important. I thought you’d want to see it.”
 
   Smiling, I laughed nervously and accepted the folder. “Thanks. Don’t worry about me…spy work always makes me jumpy.”
 
   Camille cocked her head and shrugged before returning to the file drawer she’d been searching. I spared the briefest moment to watch her and Mase as they searched, side by side, stealing momentary glances at each other.
 
   The breeding program, Project Eden, wasn’t on the top of my to-learn-more-about list, but I appreciated Camille’s help anyway. “I’d love to find anything that tells us more about the Controllers, or the Tabula Rasa program,” I said quietly. “Please tell me if you find anything like that.”
 
   Quickly, I flipped through the papers in the Project Eden folder and found that it was a log of some kind, though I had no clue as to why Camille had thought it important. I returned to the top sheet and started skimming.
 
   “Camille, I don’t understand…” My eyes widened as I trailed off.
 
    
 
   01.13.GT01 SUBJECT #0001 F26CO0021
 
   Pregnancy failed—2 weeks
 
   Spontaneous abortion, cause unknown
 
    
 
   01.15.GT01 SUBJECT #0002 F30MT1534
 
   Pregnancy failed—1 week
 
   Spontaneous abortion, cause unknown
 
    
 
   01.15.GT01 SUBJECT #0003 F21CO0372
 
   Uterine hemorrhaging, fetus stabilized
 
    
 
   01.16.GT01 SUBJECT #0004 F32OH1839
 
   Pregnancy failed—2 weeks
 
   Spontaneous abortion, cause unknown
 
    
 
   01.17.GT01 SUBJECT #0003 F21CO0372
 
   Pregnancy failed—4 weeks
 
   Spontaneous abortion, cause unknown
 
   NOTE: Fetus autopsied, appeared far older, possibly 12 weeks. Was fertilization date miscalculated?
 
    
 
   01.17.GT01
 
   Evidence indicating dire circumstances. Extreme measures required. Project Eden instituted.
 
    
 
   “Oh my God,” I breathed. But Sarah’s pregnant, and she seems fine…more or less. I flipped to the last sheet in the folder and read the three log entries there. They were from the previous day.
 
    
 
   03.20.GT01 SUBJECT #0103 F23CO0112
 
   Pregnancy failed—3 weeks
 
   Spontaneous abortion caused by genetic incompatibility
 
    
 
   03.20.GT01 SUBJECT #0106 F26NV2315
 
   Pregnancy failed—4 weeks
 
   Spontaneous abortion caused by genetic incompatibility
 
    
 
   03.20.GT01 SUBJECT #068 F29CO0834
 
   7-week checkup—fetus and mother appear healthy
 
   NOTE: Fetal growth extremely advanced. Would place at 27 or 28 weeks if pregnancy hadn’t been monitored since fertilization.
 
   TREATMENT REC: Switch to daily checkups.
 
    
 
   “Camille,” I whispered without tearing my eyes away from the documents. “Did you find anything else about Project Eden?”
 
   When she didn’t respond, I glanced at her. She and Mase were sitting on the floor, each with an open folder, the contents of which they were reading intently.
 
   “Camille?”
 
   
  
 




 
   24
 
   MASE
 
   MARCH 21, 1AE
 
    
 
   Mase watched Camille’s silhouette as she handed Dani a folder, replaying what Camille had told him about normals—about the things they did that were forbidden to Re-gens. Dani had offered the use of one of the rooms in her house in exchange for the two Re-gens’ help. When Camille relayed the offer to Mase, his mind had screamed NO while his mouth had formed a single word: yes. He hadn’t meant to agree, but something uncontrollable inside him had taken charge.
 
   It was becoming difficult for Mase to focus on the files in front of him. He kept imagining doing what Camille had described and forgetting his current task. He wondered how—or if—it could even work. They were just so different. Camille was small and delicate, while Mase was…not. He was her Giant. She was soft, light, and fragile, while he was hard, dark, and prone to fits of uncontrollable strength and violence. But mostly, he thought Camille just seemed too small for what she described to work. Not that he wouldn’t give it a try…
 
   Shaking his head, Mase closed the drawer of supply lists he’d been searching and knelt to open the bottom drawer. As soon as his flashlight illuminated the labels on the tabs of the folders, he knew what he’d found.
 
    
 
   AJ-01. AJ-02. AS-01. BM-01. CA-01. CL-01.
 
    
 
   Re-gen identifiers, just like the tattoos on the inside of his and Camille’s wrists. Each folder had to be devoted to an individual Re-gen. Mase pulled out the CL-01 folder, his hand shaking. CL-01 was Camille’s Re-gen identifier, what everyone besides Dr. Wesley, Dani, and Mase called her.
 
   Setting it on the carpet nearby, Mase scanned the tabs in search of another identifier—his. About halfway back, MA-01, thicker than Camille’s folder, awaited him. He claimed it and shut the drawer, then turned to sit with his back against the file cabinet. He stretched out his legs in front of him just as Camille returned. When Mase handed her the other file—her file—she joined him on the floor.
 
   Mase’s fingers itched to open his folder, but his stomach twisted into knots. He felt like he’d swallowed a bucket of rocks and they were churning around and around inside him. He had no idea what he would learn about himself, about who he’d been, once he opened it. He only knew what Camille had told him.
 
   Father had found Mase and his men trying to help Camille when she’d become trapped in one of the warehouses. Because Mase had tried to hide her, Father realized Mase was no longer trustworthy and decided it was necessary to enroll him in the Re-gen program—to control him and his Ability—and killed the men with him. 
 
   Camille had relayed everything that Mase had told her in the warehouse: that he’d known her before she’d been made into a Re-gen, that he’d taken care of her when she was younger, that he would take care of her still, rescue her. But in the end, it hadn’t mattered, and Camille had been the one to rescue him. With truths about his past, Camille had freed Mase from the prison of control Father forced on his newly made Re-gens. But she hadn’t known much. Now he could learn more.
 
   With a deep breath, Mase opened the folder, shone his flashlight on the top paper, and began to read.
 
   His full name was Mason Kyle Atwell, and he’d been twenty-one years old. He was African-American, not that he understood what that meant, and was from Minneapolis, MN, which he also didn’t really understand. As far as Mase knew, there was only the Colony and outside the Colony. His Ability was described as “physical enhancement through the manipulation of hormones and neurotransmitters, namely epinephrine.” He frowned; instead of explaining his past, the information contained within the folder only generated more confusing questions.
 
   Near the bottom of the first page, there was a short paragraph written in a hand Mase recognized—Father’s. The rest of the information had been typed. Curious, he read:
 
    
 
   01/03/GT01—It has been brought to my attention that CPL Atwell shows resistance to mental manipulation. If his resistance leads to the beginning signs of disobedience, he should be seriously considered for the Re-gen program. Drs. Wesley and McLaughlin agree that his Ability is too important to warrant a simple execution, and they seem certain that the Re-gen process would bring him back under my control. It is worth noting that CPL Atwell has been with me on this base for over two years and has never displayed overt disobedience. I will talk with my advisors and explore possible assessment scenarios.
 
    
 
   Mase glanced at Camille out of the corner of his eye. He was tempted to ask her if she could explain any of Father’s words, maybe tell him what he’d done to warrant Father’s suspicion, but Camille was equally immersed in learning about herself. Remotely, Mase heard Dani muttering something, but he turned his attention back to the folder containing pieces of his past life.
 
   Beneath the first page was sheet after sheet of service records. Mase knew he’d been in the Army, but now he had proof. He scanned the information, paging through the stack until he reached something new: a handful of lined pages stapled together, each filled with handwriting—his own handwriting, it seemed. He started at the beginning.
 
    
 
   Your name is Mase. Don’t let anyone call you Mason—that name was for Mom and Nana, and they’re both dead now. Fuck (that’s your favorite word, by the way), I don’t know how to do this. They told me to write down my life story, but I’ve never been much of a writer. Doc suggested that writing a letter to myself…my dead, future self…might make it easier. I don’t know why it matters. You’re probably never going to read this. Actually, I bet they’re just trying to get more information out of me before they give me the juice.
 
    
 
   Ha. The Juice. Don’t drink the Kool-Aid. Dad used to say that. “Be your own man, Mase. Defend your country, your freedom, but for God’s sake, don’t drink the Kool-Aid.” That’s what he said when I told the family that I’d signed the Army recruitment papers instead of enrolling in college. We needed the money…Dad just took a pay cut and the school district let Mom go, and we were about to lose the house. Didn’t matter that Mom was one of the best goddamn teachers they had. Most of the teachers they laid off were the good ones…just hadn’t been there long enough or didn’t teach the right subjects. Maybe General Herodson’s right, and the world will be better after the “Great Transformation.”
 
    
 
   Nah. I drank the Kool-Aid, and now I wish I hadn’t. It’s all turned to shit. I volunteered for some experimental trials a couple years back, right after basic training. The money was too good to pass up, especially with Mom’s cancer coming out of remission and General Herodson’s vision of a brighter future, a prosperous society filled with improved humans. His idea was visionary. At first the changes were great, like my shit had been turned into money and my piss into beer, but then I started to notice things. Sure, I was super fucking strong and fast—stronger and faster than anyone I’d ever met—but there were odd things happening around the base. Secrets being kept from superiors off-base and people disappearing.
 
    
 
   About two months ago, I was given a yellow band to wear around my left arm and given orders to prevent any person from leaving the base, with force if necessary. People could enter, they just couldn’t leave. And just like that, this place turned into Hotel fucking California. I was tempted to disobey, to inform someone off-base of the coup, but I’d been ordered not to, and I’d seen what Herodson does to people who disobey him. He likes to use family members when his freaky ability to convince people to follow his orders doesn’t work. Now I know it’s his Ability, but I didn’t understand it then.
 
    
 
   His mind control doesn’t work on me as well as it does on other people. I pretended to go along with everything he said, not questioning when innocents were hurt or killed, first because I feared for my family’s safety, and later, after I knew they were dead, for the simple sake of survival. And for my men…my poor, ignorant, mind-controlled men.
 
    
 
   But then Camille showed up and the shit hit the fan. I tried to help her, to save her from the punishment General Herodson doled out to unidentified intruders, but the girl I’d once known was gone. She’d been replaced by a deceitful, dead woman. Maybe I won’t care once I’m dead too. Or undead. I don’t fucking know how it works, other than I die and they bring me back like a fucking zombie.
 
    
 
   Maybe she couldn’t help it because of what she’s become, but her betrayal…fuck, it hurts. She was working with Herodson. It was planned, all of it, like some sort of a sick test. Somehow, Herodson figured out that we grew up together. For all I know, she flat-out told him. He used that connection to prove that I was disloyal, that I was a traitor. If I am a traitor, it’s not for this. If I’m a traitor, I’m a traitor against humanity and I have been since I first signed up for the trials, since I first let them inject me with that gene therapy crap, since I first drank the fucking Kool-Aid.
 
    
 
   I suppose it wouldn’t be so bad, that I could accept my fate as what I deserve for looking the other way for so long, but my men are dead. I forced them to agree to keep quiet about Camille, and because they listened to me, because my command momentarily overrode Herodson’s or his lackeys’ commands, and because they didn’t have useful enough Abilities to warrant bringing them back as Re-gens, they were killed. They’re dead. He made me watch while they were executed…shot in the head. Punishment for my disobedience, he claimed. Apparently I needed to be punished, since becoming a Re-gen is supposedly a reward. Yeah, like being turned into a walking dead man is so fucking great.
 
    
 
   Maybe I shouldn’t be mad at Camille for what she did. I know she’s not the same person she once was, that the Re-gen process wipes the memory slate clean or whatever, but it’s hard not to blame her. Oh, I blame her, but I mean, it’s hard not to blame MY Camille—the tiny, sensitive girl I watched over all of my life. That’s where the feeling of betrayal comes from. But I have to remember that MY Camille is dead, no matter how much this thing reminds me of her. She’s just…gone.
 
    
 
   Good luck, man. Avoid the Kool-Aid and don’t fucking trust Camille or whatever the fuck they call her…it.
 
    
 
   Mase refused to look at Camille as he processed what he’d read. About her. She’d lied to him.
 
   Dani was standing in front of them, asking Camille something, but all Mase could think about was Camille. She’d lied to him. She hadn’t been trapped in the warehouse when he’d tried to help her, but had been intending to trap him. She’d been a part of the plan to make him into a Re-gen and to kill his men. He wondered if she took care of him afterward because she felt guilty, and then he wondered if it even mattered.
 
   …don’t fucking trust Camille…
 
   Mase flipped through the rest of the papers, but his mind was too numb to make sense of any of it. With a quick glance at his watch, he realized he’d wasted enough time—they only had fifteen minutes left, and what he’d just read jump-started his determination to get out of the Colony. He needed out.
 
   Rising, Mase felt off-balance. The world had rearranged itself around him with the reading of a single self-addressed letter. He snatched Camille’s folder from her grasp, ignoring her protests, and carried both to Dani. Flashlight in hand, she was continuing the Re-gens’ search of the file cabinets where Camille and Mase had left off.
 
   “Dani?” Mase whispered, startling her.
 
   He felt instantly guilty for scaring her, she who’d done nothing to harm him, and felt even worse when she looked up at him. Her face was filled with fear. Why? Because Mase was scowling, and his scowl has always been scary and cruel. It took an effort, but he managed to lose the expression.
 
   “Can you take pictures of the papers in these?” Mase asked, holding the two folders out. “They’re about me and Camille, and we don’t have time to read everything right now.”
 
   Dani smiled and took the folders back to the desk. “Were there files on all the Re-gens?” she asked.
 
   “Looked like it,” Mase told her. Before he could turn away, Dani’s face blanked. She was completely still, like she’d fallen asleep standing up and with her eyes open. “Dani? Is something wrong?” Mase reached across the desk and squeezed her shoulder.
 
   For the briefest moment, she came to. She patted his hand and said, “Hang on for a minute…I’m asking someone a quick question,” before returning to her waking sleep. That time, she closed her eyes.
 
   Mase waited, wondering if he should be concerned. He was.
 
   Suddenly, her eyes popped open, and her mouth curved into a victorious grin. “I’m looking for the file on Becca Vaughn, or maybe Rebecca Vaughn. She’s supposedly a Re-gen. Can you look for it?”
 
   “Yeah. C’mon, Camille.” Mase could hear the other Re-gen sniffling on the floor and knew she was crying. It was a sound Mase would recognize anywhere, and hearing it nearly broke through his anger and resentment, through the echo of a betrayal felt by a dead man. It was a struggle not to go to her. His arms wanted to wrap around her, his nose wanted to inhale her scent, and his lips wanted to touch hers, but there was no way he would let himself comfort her, not after everything he’d learned.
 
   Slowly, Camille stood and turned back to the file cabinet without wiping her eyes. Mase wondered what she’d read in her folder. But curiosity would have to wait. They had work to do.
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   DANI
 
   MARCH 22, 1AE
 
    
 
   I was sitting on one of the stools at the island in my kitchen, taking frequent sips from an oversized, brown-glazed mug. The steaming chamomile tea calmed me as I organized my thoughts. My priceless bounty—the camera containing all the illicit photos I’d taken in General Herodson’s office—sat on the countertop in front of me. With Camille and Mase’s help, I’d gathered far more information than I’d expected, and all that was left to do was to pass it on to Jason, Zoe, and the others. Thus the organizing of my thoughts.
 
   Distractedly, I smiled. Camille and Mase were upstairs in the larger of my two guest rooms. At least they can be with the person they love. I forced the smile to stay in place when jealousy threatened to erode it. I was determined to be happy for them, even if what they had was denied to me. Only for one more day, I reminded myself.
 
   I’d once told Jason that hope was the one thing that could keep us going when all else seemed lost. He’d just learned his father was dead, and had started unraveling right in front of me. I’d never seen him so distraught. But together, we’d worked through it. Now, hope was the one thing keeping me going—hope that I would see my friends again soon, hope that I would finally escape the mind-controlled hell I’d been dragged into, and hope that I would be brave enough to express the extent of my feelings for Jason…to his face. I loved him, more than I’d ever loved anyone, and I needed to tell him. He needed to know. But what if he doesn’t…
 
   No! Not now! It was minutes until the eleventh hour, the worst possible time for doubts. Of course, knowing that didn’t stop me from having them; the very heated, very real argument that started overhead did.
 
   Muffled by the floorboards, insulation, and drywall, Camille and Mase had just erupted into an epic shouting match. I couldn’t tell exactly what they were saying, but I could hear the tone, a heated mixture of accusation, hurt, and anger. It definitely wasn’t the sounds I’d expected to need to ignore.
 
   Not too slowly, I crept toward the stairs and up to the second floor. As I headed down the hallway, the guest room door at the end opened and Camille burst out. She thundered past me, sobbing.
 
   “Camille! Wait!” I chased down the stairs after her, barely managing to catch her wrist before she reached the front door. “What’s wrong? Did something…did he hurt you?” I asked softly. Concern was washed away by a sudden rush of anger. If he hurt her…
 
   Camille faced me, her cheeks tear-streaked and her eyes red, swollen, and filled with fear. “I thought I could at least have…” Closing her eyes for a moment, she shook her head. “You won’t understand. You can’t understand.” She jerked her wrist from my grasp and choked out, “Just let me go.”
 
   She rushed out of the house, accentuating her exit by slamming the front door. She was gone, and I was still standing in the entryway, baffled. What happened? What did he do to her?
 
   Simmering with accusation, I stalked up the stairs and toward the guest room. When I reached the doorway, fists on hips, I froze. Mase was sitting on the carpeted floor facing me, his hunched back against the side of the bed and his head lowered into his hands. His shoulders were shaking. Is he…crying? The biggest and strongest man I’d ever met was crying in my guest room.
 
   My fists dropped from my hips of their own accord. “Mase? What happened?” I asked softly. When he said nothing, made no move to respond, I repeated, “Mase?”
 
   He didn’t raise his head, but he did speak. “She killed me.”
 
   “What?” I blurted, before I could stop myself. “I mean, you look pretty alive to me.”
 
   Mase dropped his hands and glanced up at me, then shook his head. With dull eyes, he looked ahead, staring at nothing. “Before, when I was a normal. She helped Father kill me and make me into this.”
 
   My heart seemed to drop into my stomach, leaden and chilled. I sat down beside him, cross-legged and facing him, and gently touched my fingertips to the fatigues covering his knee. “What are you talking about?”
 
   He told me. Everything. After he relayed everything he’d learned from his file, he asked, “How could she do that? How could she lie to me?” The angst filling his eyes, the tears of betrayal spilling from them, broke my heart. His hurt was that of a small boy who’d just learned that the world wasn’t fair and that bad things happened to good people all the time, or that of a man who’d been misled by the woman he loved.
 
   I didn’t know what to say. I didn’t know how to help him. I’d experienced a hell of a lot of pain in the form of death and loss, but never such a personal betrayal, not even from Gabe. That must be how Zo and Jason feel about their parents, I realized.
 
   “You said that whatever Camille found in her folder upset her, right? But that you didn’t read it?” I asked.
 
   He nodded, still staring ahead. His eyes seemed to have lost some of their life.
 
   “Hold on,” I said, jumping up and rushing out of the room. I ran downstairs, grabbed the camera, and hurried back up to the guest room.
 
   “Okay,” I said, a little breathless as I reclaimed my spot on the floor beside Mase.
 
   He watched me, curiosity lending some spark to his deadened eyes.
 
   “Let’s see what she read that upset her so much. Maybe it’ll help us understand why she did what she did.” Mase’s eyes narrowed infinitesimally, and I added, “I’m not saying there’s anything that could excuse her actions, but…let’s not judge her too harshly until we know the whole story. Grams, my grandma, used to say”—I adopted my best Irish accent—“‘Every story has as many sides as it does people.’”
 
   Mase frowned, looking reticent, but he eventually nodded.
 
   “I’m pretty sure there was a letter sort of like yours in her folder,” I said as I scanned through the images on the small screen. I glanced at Mase. “There wasn’t much in there, not like your file, but yours was mostly service records and other military documents. I think hers was just a profile sheet, some medical records, and a letter.” I pursed my mouth as I waded through the pictures. There were so many. There was no way I would be able to read all the documents before the breakout in less than twenty-one hours, but there would be plenty of time once I was on the outside. Not that I know where I’ll find the power to charge the camera, but still…
 
   “Ah—here it is!” I scanned through the images of Camille’s letter to see how long it was, then met Mase’s eyes. Anticipation gleamed in their depths. If I was reading him right, I was pretty sure he wanted Camille’s letter to exonerate her, to prove that at least part of her was the woman he’d come to depend on…and love. “It’s a couple pages. Do you want me to read the whole thing out loud?”
 
   Again, Mase nodded, so I started to read.
 
    
 
   My name is Camille Marie Lin, I’m 17 years old, and I want to die.
 
    
 
   Last month, I went to my high school’s winter formal with my boyfriend, Matt. I wore the dress of my dreams, and Mom even let me splurge to get my hair and makeup done. I’d never done that before. Mom hadn’t known that Matt and I planned on spending the night after the dance in a hotel room together. She thought I was going to a sleepover with a bunch of my girlfriends, but I was really going to be with Matt…like, BE with him. And we did. It was okay, I guess, but not amazing like everyone pretends it is. Fireworks? Yeah, right.
 
    
 
   The next morning, my life turned into a horror movie. When I got up, Matt wouldn’t wake. I called my Mom and confessed everything. Okay, not EVERYTHING, but you get the point. It turned out that half the school had to be hospitalized the day after the dance, and Mom and I were admitted the next day. We were both really sick, and they stuck needles in us and hooked us up to IVs and packed us into a room with a dozen other sick people. I eventually got better, but Mom didn’t.
 
    
 
   There were too many bodies and not enough people to take care of them…like, bury them or whatever…so they just stacked them up outside the hospital and lit them on fire. I’ve never smelled anything so disgusting, and it probably didn’t help that I was still puking every other hour. I watched from the hospital room window as they wheeled Mom out to the human bonfire and tossed her onto the pile. I don’t know what was wrong with me, but I couldn’t look away. I watched my mom burn. Why couldn’t I look away?
 
    
 
   Eventually it was done, and I couldn’t tell her from the other blackened bones. I didn’t want to end up in that pile with her, so I left. I hid in my house for a day, then wandered around my neighborhood, looking for any of the people I grew up with. There was nobody. I stopped by Mase’s house. It had always been like a second home to me, but there didn’t seem to be anyone there. I sat in Mase’s room for a while, wishing he was there with me. He always knew what to do. I knew that he would take care of me, if he was even still alive.
 
    
 
   I was so happy when his dad walked into the room that I ran to hug him, but there was something wrong with him. He wasn’t sick, not like I’d been; he was mean. I’d known him my whole life, and I knew he was kind and gentle, but he started trying to kiss me and take off my clothes. I screamed and screamed and screamed, but nobody came, and before he could actually undress me, a metal baseball bat flew to my hand like it was magnetic or something, and I swung it. I hit Mr. Atwell in the head and he fell to the floor. He didn’t get back up. I killed Mr. Atwell.
 
    
 
   When I realized what I’d done, I ran out of the house and into the street. I was so stupid. I ran right in front of a car, and it should’ve hit me, but it just…stopped. It had been speeding and was really close, too close to stop with brakes or anything normal. And I felt it. It was like the bat. I stopped the car.
 
    
 
   The driver looked scared, but I told her I wouldn’t let her car move until she let me in. I promised not to hurt her if she just took me with her. She did. Her name was Kathy, and she was my mom’s age. She’d heard a radio broadcast coming from some place in Colorado. It was on every station, apparently, and finally I heard it too. So, we drove, and made it here, to the Colony.
 
    
 
   I was coping okay, but then I saw Mase. I wanted to run to him and fall into his arms, sobbing and begging for his forgiveness. But there’s no way he’d forgive me for killing his dad. I know him too well. So, when Dr. Wesley told me about a new program she was in charge of, a program that would make me forget everything, I volunteered. So now I get what I want: I get to die, and Mase never has to know what I did.
 
    
 
   “That’s it,” I said, clicking to the next image and finding the profile sheet for Jake’s sister, Becca. I made a mental note to ask Gabe to search her out tomorrow—or, technically, later today—turned off the screen, and set the camera on the bed near my head. “Mase?”
 
   His face was twisted into a mask of grief, but only a single tear leaked from his eye. “I don’t…” He cleared his throat. “I don’t know what to do now. She”—he squeezed his eyes shut and took a shaky breath—“became a Re-gen because she was afraid to tell me what she’d done. I know about the normals who went insane because of the Virus. He must’ve been one of them. Would I have blamed her for defending herself? Was I that mean?”
 
   I shook my head and fought back my own tears. Watching a man cry, especially one as strong as Mase, was usually a surefire way to jump-start my own emotional waterworks. “I honestly don’t know, Mase, but I’d bet she was just afraid of losing you—the old you—along with everyone else she lost back home. I think she panicked and took the only exit in sight.”
 
   “What do I do now?” he asked.
 
   After a moment of thought, I said, “There’s one more person who can shed some light on this story.”
 
   “Dr. Wesley?”
 
   I nodded. “I think you should stay here the rest of the night, and we can go and talk to her first thing in the morning. I don’t want this thing between you and Camille to get twisted into any more knots before we know everything.” I watched him, waiting for his agreement. “At least you’ll have plenty of time to work things out with Camille once we’ve made it out of here. You won’t have to worry about people watching over you all the time or doing who knows what for General Herodson.” A thought popped into my head. “I know you work with Dr. Max, but what does Camille do for the General?”
 
   “She’s one of his executioners, among other things,” Mase said, but he sounded distracted…anxious.
 
   I spluttered, “Executioners? I…what…that’s…wow.” I really didn’t want to think about the implications, but I couldn’t help but wonder how exactly the General used her to execute people. Does she tear the metals right out of their bodies? I cleared my throat, shuddering. “I, um, suppose we should get some sleep. It’s going to be a long day tomorrow.” When Mase didn’t respond, I asked, “Are you okay?”
 
   “I—” He met my eyes only briefly, then averted his gaze like he was ashamed. “I’m afraid.”
 
   “Afraid?” I reached for the hand resting on his knee and squeezed it, nearly giggling at how childlike my hand looked compared to his. I was filled with anxiety, and it was manifesting in unpredictable, inappropriate ways, as usual. “Worry and fear won’t help us now,” I told him. “All we can do is prepare.”
 
   Mase shook his head, looking like a scared little boy trapped in a huge man’s body. “It’s not the escape that I’m afraid of; it’s after. I’ve never been…” He took a deep breath and tensed his muscles. “I don’t remember ever being outside the Colony. I don’t know what to do out there. I don’t know what it’s like. I don’t know anything. This is all I’ve ever known.”
 
   He sounded so despondent that I felt compelled to ease at least this part of his unrest. I decided to tell him some stories. My stories. I started off by telling him about my journey from Seattle to Bodega Bay, about the time I spent alone with only Wings and Jack, and finally about the long trek to Colorado. I described my friends to him and shared what it was like to be a modern-day nomad. I told him what my average day was like, starting from waking up in a tent and sitting around a morning campfire, and continuing on through riding and searching for a good place to set up camp. Eventually, Mase stretched out on the carpet and his breathing slowed to a deep, steady rhythm. He was asleep.
 
   I craned my neck to glance out the window on the other side of the bed. It was still fully dark; the sun wouldn’t be rising for hours. Making as little noise as possible, I rose and gathered one of the pillows, the comforter, and a blanket off the bed. Mase was a huge, heavy block of solid muscle, but I somehow managed to ease the pillow under his head and cover him with the comforter, tucking it just under his chin. He let out a faint sigh as I pulled away. Wrapping the remaining blanket around myself, I huddled on the floor, leaning against the wall and watching over him. I wonder if anyone has noticed he’s missing yet.
 
   Asleep, he looked so innocent, like someone who needed to be protected, which was ridiculous because he’d saved my skin several times already. But there was just…something. Maybe it was my knowledge of what he was, or maybe it was my sympathy for what he’d been through, but I felt an almost maternal need to keep him safe.
 
   With a deep sigh, I leaned my head back against the wall and closed my eyes. I was exhausted, but sleep proved too slippery for me to hold on to at the moment. Exasperated, I reached out with my mind, searching my friends’ camp for Jason. I wasn’t surprised to find him awake.
 
   “Hey,” I said, putting as much tenderness as I could into the single word. “Can’t sleep?”
 
   I had the impression that Jason was smiling. “No, but neither can you.”
 
   “True…a lot’s happened. Want to hear something crazy about my Ability?”
 
   “Always.”
 
   Biting my bottom lip, I considered the best way to explain what I’d experienced for a few seconds in General Herodson’s office. “I had some lookouts tonight—some owls. When I first connected with them, I sort of became them for a few seconds. I don’t know if it was an accident or what, or if I can even do it on purpose, but it looks like I can slip into some minds completely…experience what they’re experiencing…know every thought they’re having at that moment.”
 
   “Can you do it with me? I have a few thoughts I’d like to share with you…”
 
   My cheeks heated, and I stifled a giggle. “I don’t know. It only happened that once with the owls. People might be totally different, although…I wonder if that’s what happened before, when I contacted you the first time.” I was really tempted to test that theory. “But, before we get too distracted, I should probably share everything I discovered tonight.”
 
   “Nobody caught you? You’re still safe, right?” he asked, his tone transforming effortlessly from seductive to protective.
 
   “I’m fine. I took pictures with a camera I, uh…found. Want me to go through them with you?”
 
   “Yes,” he said intently. “Tell me everything.”
 
   I did.
 
   Hours passed, and the sun was just making its first attempts at climbing over the horizon when we said our farewells. Tempted as we were to have some long-distance hanky-panky, Jason had information to relay and breakout plans to finalize. I agreed to check in at noon to coordinate the final plan between the insiders—Gabe, Mase, Camille, Gabe’s mysterious “like my sister” friend, and potentially Dr. Wesley—and my friends outside the Colony.
 
   But noon was hours away, Mase was still fast asleep, and I had nothing to do. I figured there was no better time to try out the new facet of my Ability. Closing my eyes, I rested the back of my head against the wall and sought out a companion. I found her circling above my friends’ camp, a falcon who identified herself as Ray of Sun that Melts the Winter Snow. Slipping into her mind was almost effortless. Ray was more than happy to share her morning hunt with me.
 
   On her powerful wings, we soared.
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   The first rays of the sun warmed my outstretched wings as I circled above the female two-legs. She was walking like she was stalking prey, but I could see no prey. Though I found the sight boring, she-who-flies-with-me wanted to watch her. She-who-flies-with-me intrigued me, the way she could meld with me, flying with me, not just beside me. As I showed her what we could do together, she exalted in the joys of flight like a youngling, hooting and squealing with pleasure. She claimed to be a two-legs like the one below, but I was sure she was a wind-rider like me.
 
   I swooped lower, calling out to the female two-legs.
 
    
 
   “Dani?”
 
    
 
   Screeching, I pulled up from a dive, the movement more clumsy than I’d intended.
 
    
 
   “Dani?”
 
    
 
   I shook my head and felt she-who-flies-with-me start to pull away from me. How could she want to leave the crisp morning air…the feel of it streaming between my feathers?
 
    
 
   “Dani?”
 
    
 
   She separated further and thanked me.
 
    
 
   “Dani!”
 
   I opened my eyes and took a startled, shuttering breath. Mase’s concerned face was inches from mine, but he moved away as soon as he realized I was awake. Not that I’d really been asleep, but he didn’t know that.
 
   “Holy crap, Mase! There are such things as personal boundaries, you know.”
 
   He moved further away to sit on the edge of the bed and stared at his feet, shame drawing down his eyebrows.
 
   “Hey,” I said softly as I stood, stretched with a groan, and sat beside him. “Sorry. You just startled me. It’s cool…no big deal. I’m not mad.”
 
   Sheepishly, he met my eyes. “You wouldn’t wake up. I thought something was wrong. You…”
 
   It was my turn to be embarrassed, and heat flushed my cheeks. “I was, uh, flying with a falcon,” I told him. “I couldn’t sleep, so…”
 
   “It’s first thing in the morning,” he prompted.
 
   I nodded, not quite grasping his point.
 
   “You said we could visit Dr. Wesley first thing in the morning.”
 
   “Oh, right. I was thinking about that last night. I don’t think you should leave this house until it’s game time.” Mase looked confused, so I clarified, “Until it’s time to leave the Colony tonight. I mean, won’t the other Re-gens have noticed you were gone all night? What if they tell someone? But if you stay here, you should be safe. The only people who’ve seen us together have either had their short-term memories wiped or are people we can trust, so there’s no reason for anyone else to search for you here.”
 
   Mase didn’t look entirely convinced. “But…Dr. Wesley…”
 
   “I can talk to her without looking too suspicious. I promise I’ll tell you every single thing she says,” I told him, pleading with both my eyes and my voice.
 
   Reluctantly, he nodded.
 
   “Great! Why don’t you wash up? I’ll head downstairs to make us some breakfast.” I didn’t tell him that me making breakfast only went so far as opening a box of granola bars and, if he was lucky, making some tea. “Take your time in the shower. It might be the last one you get for a long, long time.”
 
   He nodded again.
 
   By the time I made it downstairs, had the teapot on the stove, and was rummaging through the pantry for anything even remotely resembling breakfast, I could hear the shower running upstairs.
 
   The doorbell rang. It’s probably just Gabe, I told myself, ignoring the flutter of nerves trying to convince me otherwise. Luckily, the peephole confirmed that it was just Gabe at my front door.
 
   “What’s up?” I asked as I let him in.
 
   Instead of responding, he glanced up the stairs and said, “About to hop in the shower?” I could almost see his mental struggle to hide a leer.
 
   “Uh…”
 
   His eyes narrowed. “Is someone here?”
 
   “Uh…”
 
   He raised a single eyebrow, telling me my idiotic responses weren’t cutting it.
 
   “It’s Mase,” I told him. “He stayed over last night.”
 
   His second eyebrow joined the first.
 
   “Not like that!” I hissed quickly. I reached for his arm and dragged him into the kitchen. “He and Camille had a little tiff after spying last night—which was crazy productive, by the way. Did you know that nobody’s been able to carry a child to term since the Virus?” I didn’t give him a chance to answer. “Anyway, I passed on all of the pertinent info to Jason, and he’s powwowing with the others right now. We came up with a pretty solid plan, but I still have to contact him in a few hours to hash out the final details. Want me to do that in your office so you can be in on the discussion?”
 
   When Gabe nodded, I asked, “Did you find out anything else I need to pass along before then?”
 
   Gabe frowned and shook his head.
 
   “Did you find out anything?” I asked skeptically.
 
   The look he gave me told me it was a stupid question. “Yes, but nothing essential for the moment. Right now we just need to focus on tonight. What did you and Jason come up with?”
 
   I crossed my arms over my chest, raising my pointer finger to my lips as I recalled the specifics of the rough plan Jason and I had come up with in the wee hours of the morning. “Let’s see…Jason thought it would be wisest if we disguised ourselves as a patrol team, like Mase, Camille, and me did last night. That way we’ll look as inconspicuous as possible. He also thought that golf course just outside the fence at the southern border will be the best extraction point. There’s a window of about three minutes every half hour when there’s a lapse in the guard rotation there, so we’ll have to time our escape around that.” I glanced up at the ceiling, thinking. “Hmmm…did you know the fence bordering this place is electric?”
 
   Again, Gabe shook his head. “It didn’t used to be.”
 
   “Well, it is now, and it’s charged with enough juice to fry even a Re-gen’s brain. Anyway, Camille can cut a big enough hole through it with her Ability that we won’t have to worry about it.”
 
   Gabe was still frowning, but the expression appeared contemplative rather than disapproving. “Are they planning any kind of distraction? Anything would be a big help.”
 
   “That’s one of the things he’s discussing with the others right now. But they’re all super-tactical military-trained people, except for Zo and Jake, so I’m sure they’ll come up with something good.” I meant what I said; if anyone could come up with a distraction devastating enough to Colony forces to enable our successful getaway, it was Jason and Chris. I trusted them with my life…which was why I was entrusting them with my life.
 
   “I hope so,” Gabe commented. “What are your plans for the rest of today? Please tell me you’re lying low.”
 
   I bit my lower lip. “Well…I was actually planning to pay a little visit to Dr. Wesley. I’ve got a few things to ask her before we leave. Unless…did you talk to her? Is she coming with us?”
 
   “She’s not, but I don’t know if you should—”
 
   “It’s nonnegotiable. I’m going to talk to her,” I told him. “I inadvertently caused a mess that I need to clean up, and she’s the only one who might be able to help.”
 
   Gabe didn’t look happy, but he didn’t forbid me or anything ridiculous like that. “Fine, but you’re coming to the lab with me and not leaving until I do. We can’t risk screwing the pooch…not now.”
 
   “Honestly, I don’t think you should ever risk that.”
 
   With a sly grin, he smoothed his hair back into a ponytail and secured it with a hairband. “Just try not to screw things up. Sound good?”
 
   “Much better,” I said approvingly. All of a sudden, something I should have noticed far earlier smacked me in the hypothetical face. “Gabe…I can feel you! Oh my God! Something’s wrong with the neutralizer; it’s not working on you anymore! He’ll be able to control you! You’ll become his slave! He’ll—”
 
   He reached out a hand and squeezed my shoulder. “Calm down, Dani. I let it wear off. I didn’t think we could afford you not being able to communicate with me this evening.”
 
   “Oh…that’s good, I guess.”
 
   He smirked. “You were worried about me.”
 
   I turned away from him so he wouldn’t see my smile and started down the hallway. “Shut up.” I stopped halfway to the kitchen. “Shoot, I forgot to give Mase a towel,” I told Gabe as I rushed past him toward the stairs. “Be right back.”
 
   As I snagged a mauve towel from the linen closet, I heard a dull thump from the guest bathroom. I tapped on the door. The shower was still running. “Mase? I brought you a towel. Sorry…I forgot that there aren’t any in there.”
 
   There was no answer.
 
   I knocked on the door with more gusto. “Mase? You okay in there?”
 
   There was still no answer. What the hell?
 
   I tested the door handle. It was unlocked. Slowly, I eased the door open and called out again. “Mase? Everything okay?” I poked my head into the bathroom and glanced around from the sage- and cream-striped shower curtain to the toilet to the open window to the sink. He was nowhere in sight, which meant he was in the shower. Why isn’t he answering? Did he knock himself out or something?
 
   I moved toward the shower curtain and reached out to pull it aside. “I’m not trying to be stalkerish or anything, but you didn’t answer and please don’t be mad at me for invading your privacy, but—”
 
   The shower was empty. And the window was open.
 
   “Shit.”
 
    
 
   ~~~~~
 
    
 
   Less than fifteen minutes later, I’d changed, stuffed the little camera in my jeans pocket, and dragged Gabe to work early, parting ways with him just down the hall from Dr. Wesley’s office. I was fairly certain that was where Mase had run off to. Before heading up to his lab, Gabe warned me that my dose of the neutralizer would have worn off already as well—it tended to last only four or five days—and told me to be very careful about who I spoke to and what I said.
 
   I entered Dr. Wesley’s office without knocking. Unsurprisingly, Mase was standing in the middle of the room, his back to me. He glanced over his shoulder as I walked in, and I raised my eyebrows irritably.
 
   “Sorry,” he mouthed, and his eyes held such desperation that I couldn’t stay annoyed.
 
   He just wants to understand. I approached him and reached up to pat his shoulder, letting him know we were okay. We would have a chat later, but we were okay.
 
   “I assume you’re here for the same reason as Mase,” Dr. Wesley said. Again, she was sitting in the chair behind her desk.
 
   I just smiled and tugged her key from the neck of my shirt. It only took me a few seconds to remove it and the guard’s key from the cord. “Thanks. As it turned out, I didn’t actually need this,” I said, setting both keys on her desk with a thunk. Once I was gone, I wouldn’t have a use for either of them.
 
   The doctor returned my humorless smile, and I had to remind myself that her resemblance to Zoe didn’t mean I had to like her. “Had you told me who would be with you, I would’ve informed you that any key was superfluous.”
 
   So she knew Camille could pick pretty much any lock. I guess that’s not surprising. “Camille told you about our late-night fun.”
 
   Dr. Wesley frowned the barest amount. “No, she didn’t. I haven’t seen her since yesterday.” She motioned toward Mase with her chin. “He filled me in, a bit. At least, when he wasn’t making demands.”
 
   I sighed. I could only imagine how Mase’s anxiety and unsquashable protectiveness of Camille had manifested while he’d been trying to get the rest of the story from Dr. Wesley. She had, after all, been the person responsible for Camille’s death and rebirth via the Re-gen process. I doubted that was something Mase would easily forgive. At least, not without proper motivation…like the truth.
 
   “Why?” I asked.
 
   “Why, Danielle? I think ‘why’ must be your favorite word.”
 
   Laughing softly, bitterly, I shook my head and closed the final few feet to her desk. I pointed my right hand back toward Mase without breaking eye contact with Dr. Wesley. “Don’t you get it? He’s in pain. He’s heartsick because of something you had your hands in—or, another thing you had your hands in—and you have the information that might make him feel better. But no, you’re holding out.” I dropped my arm and glowered at her. “Your kids would be ashamed of you. Zo always said she thought her dad’s oddities were caused by a broken heart, though she used to think it was because he’d lost the love of his life in a tragic car wreck, not that it matters now.”
 
   I expected her eyes to flash with rage, but hurt was all that filled their jewel-blue depths. Whatever her faults, Dr. Wesley loved her family. Unfortunately for humanity, she loved them too much.
 
   “He was a good man,” I added softly. “I never knew my dad, and I always considered Tom to be sort of my surrogate father. But he was heartbroken. He wasn’t right in the head, not completely.” Briefly, I glanced back at Mase and then returned my eyes to the doctor’s. “He doesn’t have to go through the same thing. You can help him understand why Camille did what she did. You’re the only one who can do that.”
 
   Dr. Wesley’s features tensed, turning the planes and angles of her face more severe, but then her expression softened. She sighed, a long, drawn-out exhalation of breath and emotion. It was a sound of letting go. Her eyes shifted to Mase, and she began to explain. “Camille came here…she came here for revenge, and although you might not agree, she was lucky that I intercepted her before Gregory learned of her. I know you read her backstory from her file. Well, it’s not completely…complete.”
 
   Her brow furrowed in thought. “Let’s see…if I remember correctly, Camille’s mother was a nurse, and she noticed a correlation between the people she’d administered a certain batch of flu vaccine to and the first victims of the epidemic in her area—some part of Minneapolis, I believe.” Dr. Wesley waved her hand in front of her dismissively. “It was the same in every large city. Mrs. Lin noticed the correlation and suspected it wasn’t a coincidence. She checked the batch number and unusual place of origin, and made a complaint to the CDC. They told her they would take care of it—which was a lie, as they were already under Gregory’s control. He’s always been very strategic. His Ability can be expended, you know, so he has to be selective about who he controls.”
 
   Dr. Wesley paused for a moment, her gaze flicking back and forth between us. “Mrs. Lin fell ill soon after and died quite quickly, but not before she told her daughter to never go to Peterson Air Force Base in Colorado, that the base was where the faulty vaccines had originated. The rest of her story plays out much as you read it”—she waved her hand in Mase’s direction—“with Mase’s father attacking her, Camille killing him, and eventually her ending up in the car with the woman headed straight for the one place her mother begged her to never go. She was looking for answers.”
 
   Suddenly, exhaustion filled the doctor’s face, along with wariness verging on fear. “I found her crying in a corner of the hospital shortly after her admittance exam. She’d spotted you, Mase, and couldn’t face you knowing what she’d done. She spilled her whole story to me, along with her knowledge of the false vaccine, and in turn, I informed her that spreading such a tale here would mean certain death for her. She was so hysterical that I wasn’t surprised when she said she would rather die than keep living with the knowledge of what she’d done. She was just so miserable…so I told her there was another option.” The doctor’s eyes turned pleading. “I know you think me heartless, but I could see it written across her face: the girl would’ve killed herself before the day was over. She’d given up.”
 
   “So you killed her and brought her back to life as your own puppet instead of Herodson’s?” I clarified harshly.
 
   Dr. Wesley shook her head, telling me she’d known I wouldn’t understand. “I told her I could transform her, end her current, pain-filled life and give her another one. I told her I could help her avenge her mother’s death. I told her the truth, and she believed me.” The way Dr. Wesley said “she” told me Camille had believed her in a way she knew I never would, and that she appreciated Camille for her openness. “We started the process the evening of her arrival, and she was reborn the following day.”
 
   “And me?” Mase asked. “Before she was remade, did she know you were going to make me into a Re-gen, too?”
 
   “What?” the doctor looked taken aback. “Of course not. The original Camille had no idea of what would happen to you. That was…that was partially my fault, and partially yours. Your letter was also not quite the truth. You see, you were using the neutralizer, like Dani. You were one of the first who was truly awake, truly free of Gregory’s control, even before Gabriel.”
 
   For some reason, the revelation shocked me. The original Mase had used the neutralizer like Gabe and me? Did Gabe know Mase before—the original Mase, as Dr. Wesley would have said? If so, why didn’t he tell me?
 
   “Unfortunately for you, that freedom of mind led to your downfall. But that’s where my fault comes in as well. Gregory believes me to be under his control completely”—her lips twisted into an ugly sneer—“but he commands me to behave as though I am not, wanting to give his fantasy more reality. This means I must give in sometimes to lend credence to my ruse. When your susceptibility to his mind control came into question, he asked his advisors, including me, for ideas on how to test your loyalty. I suggested he use Camille, a young woman who’d recently become a Re-gen, who you just happened to have a close connection with growing up. Gregory thought it was the perfect idea. He used Camille to prove your disloyalty, and the rest is history.”
 
   I could do nothing else but stare at her, dumbfounded. The whole situation was a mind-boggling, convoluted mess of coincidence and bad luck.
 
   “Just when I think I’ve dug as deep as I can, I sink the shovel in again and make the hole deeper,” Dr. Wesley said softly. “You must hate me even more now.”
 
   But before I could answer, before I even knew how I would’ve answered, I sensed Camille’s mind signature. She was walking down the hallway leading to Dr. Wesley’s office. I grinned and peeked over my shoulder at Mase. “Camille’ll be here in five, four, three—” Suddenly, I noticed five other minds moving along with hers, and my grin withered. One of those minds belonged to General Herodson.
 
   “He’s with her,” I hissed, my eyes wide. What did he find out from Camille? I looked from Mase to Dr. Wesley and back. “What do we—”
 
   The door swung open. Apparently, like me, General Herodson hadn’t felt the need to knock. “My darling Anna, I hope I’m not interrupting anything important.”
 
   Simultaneously, Mase and I turned to face the newcomers. General Herodson, dressed exactly as he’d been the first and only other time I’d met him, in a dark blue officer’s uniform, stood behind two guards, both male, both wearing yellow armbands, and both armed to the teeth. When the guards stepped aside to flank the doorway, Camille came into view. She had a black eye, a fat lip, and seemed to be favoring one of her legs.
 
   “Oh my God, Camille! Are you okay? What happened?” I asked her silently, terrified both for her and for me.
 
   Images flashed through my mind, and I was only partially grateful for her adeptness at communicating with me in the odd, Re-gen form of telepathy. What she showed me was stomach-churning.
 
    
 
   Camille sobbing as she ran back into a room with row after row of bunks.
 
    
 
   A guard catching Camille by the arms and asking her something.
 
    
 
   Camille lying on the floor, unconscious.
 
    
 
   Camille, waking up tied to a plastic chair with plastic restraints in a room stripped of all metal.
 
    
 
   A small child—a girl—strapped to another chair directly in front of her, crying.
 
    
 
   A guard, hitting the child.
 
    
 
   Camille mouthing, “I’m sorry.”
 
    
 
   My heart raced. General Herodson, in all his perverseness, had threatened Camille with the well-being of a little girl in exchange for information. I knew his manipulative Ability didn’t work the same on Re-gens as it did on what Mase and Camille called “normals,” but I hadn’t guessed the heinous alternatives the General would use to get his way. I should have.
 
   Oh God…what did she tell them? What could she have told him? Frantically, I searched through my memory for every interaction I’d had with Camille. Had I told her anything about Jason and Zoe? What did she know, besides enough information to damn Gabe, Mase, Dr. Wesley, and me?
 
   “Gabe,” I said silently, reaching out to my friend’s mind. He was still upstairs in his lab. “They know. Get out. Get out now!”
 
   “Are you okay?”
 
   “Probably not, but don’t you dare come down here.”
 
   “Dani—”
 
   “I mean it, Gabe! If you care about me at all, get somewhere safe right now!”
 
   “Danielle O’Connor. My new communications specialist,” General Herodson said. He was trim, slightly handsome, and easily the evilest person I’d ever met. He blew Mandy right out of the water, if only for the sheer scale of what he’d done. Why did the mind-manipulation Ability turn people into the worst versions of themselves? “What are you doing here, my dear?”
 
   Adjusting my telepathic aim, I found Jason almost instantly. My heart sank. He—all of them—were still at their camp, over fifty miles southwest of the Colony. “Jason,” I said to him alone. “Don’t panic, but we need to hurry things up a bit.”
 
   “Dani?” he responded, sounding furious. “What are you saying? Are you in trouble? Are you hurt?”
 
   General Herodson asked what I’m doing here…right. I pulled the cord over my neck, glad I’d already removed the keys, and held the red card proclaiming my health status as “not suited for work.” I forced a smile, trying my hardest to make it appear genuine, and said, “I was just returning this. My sleep wasn’t at all disturbed by my headache last night, so I figured I’d start work today.”
 
   “I’m fine for the moment, but I think they know,” I mind-spoke to Jason.
 
   “Tell me what’s happening,” he demanded.
 
   “Lie,” a woman said from behind the General. Like the guards, she was wearing fatigues, but she didn’t appear to be armed.
 
   Silently, I told Jason, “Oh yeah, they know.”
 
   “Fucking…fuck! Okay, listen. We’re about to leave. We’ll be waiting for you by the pond at the southern tip of the golf course south of the base. Carlos will signal our arrival and provide a distraction.”
 
   “How?” I asked.
 
   “An electromagnetic pulse. When the lights go out, you’ll know we’re there. Do what you have to do to stay alive, Red. I mean it. Anything. Just stay alive…for me, for you, for whoever. I don’t care so long as you stay alive.”
 
   “A pity,” General Herodson murmured. During the entire exchange, his eyes never left me. “I had hoped CL-one’s information was wrong. Restrain the telepath and the Re-gen,” he ordered, and his guards took a step forward.
 
   “No!” Mase bellowed. He stepped in front of me, blocking me from the guards. Predictably, they paused. With his Ability, nobody sane would confront him, but the mind-controlled guards were more living zombie slaves than sane humans. Still, they paused. Mase could be pretty goddamn scary.
 
   “Stop, Mase!” Camille cried out. “You’ll both live if you just do what he says. He promised. Let them restrain you.”
 
   “Camille? Why?” Mase asked, his voice breaking as his posture relaxed. No matter what, he would do what she asked.
 
   “I had no choice.”
 
   “Did you hear me?” Jason asked in my head.
 
   “Yes,” I said. I was having a hard time following both conversations. “Sorry. About to get restrained.”
 
   “It’s fine, Mase,” I told the behemoth—my friend—protecting me from the General’s lackeys. I rested a hand on his shoulder blade. “We’ll do as they say. We don’t want anyone to be hurt any further.” In his head, I added, “Especially not Camille.”
 
   His muscles tensed beneath my fingers, but he eventually backed down, following their commands as they bound his wrists behind his back with handcuffs. I was next.
 
   “Okay, I’m officially restrained now,” I told Jason.
 
   “How?” he asked.
 
   “My hands are handcuffed behind my back.”
 
   “How many?”
 
   “Handcuffs?”
 
   “Men,” Jason said, no hint of condescension accenting his tone.
 
   Oh, duh. “Two guards, the General, a woman who’s like Ben, and another man I don’t know. And they have Camille with them. She’s been beaten. And Mase is restrained like me. Oh, and Gabe was upstairs, but I warned him already.”
 
   The General turned his attention to Dr. Wesley, who was still sitting at her desk. “I sincerely hope you had nothing to do with this, Anna.” With his statement came the realization that Camille had managed to hold at least a few things back. Maybe more than a few. There was still hope, and where there was hope, there was still the possibility that things might work out.
 
   “No,” she said calmly, and when the Truth Guard nodded, confirming Dr. Wesley’s truthfulness, I knew the doctor was using her nulling Ability to prevent the other woman from feeling her lie.
 
   “Okay,” Jason said. “Sit tight for now. We’ll be there sometime this evening. If you haven’t found a way out by midnight, I’m nulling everyone in the whole fucking state and coming in.”
 
   “Jason, don’t! It’s too dangerous!”
 
   “If you’re not out by midnight…”
 
   “Sir,” the other man, the one I’d yet to identify, blurted. “Someone’s using an Ability, a really powerful one.”
 
   “I’m using my Ability, Gregory, to augment yours as usual,” Dr. Wesley said.
 
   The man shook his head. “There’s another.”
 
   “Knock the telepath out,” the General said quietly. “We can’t have her calling for help from God knows where.”
 
   “Jason, I—”
 
   Pain. Blackness. Nothing.
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   ZOE
 
   MARCH 22, 1AE
 
    
 
   I stood by the dusty, cobweb-infested window in my room. The inky sky steadily brightened over the jagged tops of the Rockies as dawn neared, and from the sound of it, everyone was still asleep downstairs. Is Jake down there? It was strange not waking up beside him. I’ve succeeded in pushing him away.
 
   I peered down at the street of dilapidated buildings stretching out on either side of the house. It was like I was living in an alternate dimension where everything was slightly off. I felt like my life had become a giant pinball machine, and around every corner there was another obstacle waiting to bounce me around. The world ends—ricochet to the right; get Dani back—launch upward; Dani’s abducted—recoil to the left; learn how to fight—win more time; a Crazy jumps out—bounce to the right; find out Mom didn’t die in a car accident—roll down to the bottom; another Crazy jumps out—careen to the left; fall in love with Jake—double points; Becca shows up—drain ball.
 
   Becca’s vision—the bottomless pit of dead, discarded Re-gens—had been replaying in my mind since I’d inadvertently witnessed it a few days before. I hadn’t told Jake about it; there hadn’t been a decent time. I wasn’t sure he needed to know, not if we were planning on breaking her out of the Colony anyway, changing her fate. For Jake’s sake, I hoped Dani had been somewhat successful in finding her, in somehow convincing Becca to come with us. But I knew that was a long shot; Becca didn’t want to leave the Colony, and I knew Dani wasn’t willing to risk her own life in order to convince Becca we could protect her.
 
   I sat down on the edge of the bed, the morning chill biting at my ears and nose and fingers. I ignored it and lowered my eyes to my hands. My skin was darker, tanned from spending so much time in the sun, and my nails were short, uneven, and dirty.
 
   I shook my head at the implausible direction my life had gone—that all of our lives had gone—and I glanced over at the picture on the vanity. It was the one Dani had brought from my childhood bedroom, a photo of us sitting on the edge of the deck, her telling me a secret. I’d been arguing with Jason, and she’d come over to console me. To distract me, she’d admitted to having a crush on the new boy in school—Mark, or Mike, or something like that. As always, I’d felt better having her there. Only she could make me laugh and feel like a normal kid.
 
   A few days later, Dad had developed a roll of film—all pictures of his woodwork to add to his portfolio. Like me, he’d been surprised to find the photo of Dani and me mixed in the stack, and as I’d stood there, my teenage self in complete shock, I’d put two and two together: Jason had taken the picture. Even though he’d said I was a burden and that he wished I would just go away, he’d cared enough to snap the photo of us.
 
   I’d snatched the glossy picture out of the stack in my dad’s hands and run up to my room to frame it. I’d been happy my brother had made the effort to do something nice for me.
 
   I smiled at the memory.
 
   Cooper stirred from sleeping on the floor on my side of the bed, yawning as he stretched before curling back up into an oversized ball of fluffy fur to resume his slumber. I figured Jake had sent him into the room at some point during the night. My chest tightened and my eyes burned at the thoughtful gesture.
 
   I tried unsuccessfully to reduce our relationship to physical attraction. We don’t really know each other. I told myself we were just shells of who we’d once been, and therefore, there could be no depth or true connection between us. But in my heart, I knew I was wrong. Our old selves didn’t matter—we weren’t them anymore and never would be again. What mattered was that Jake had saved my life, that he’d been making it his mission to protect me ever since. He clearly cared about me. The hurt in his eyes every time I pushed him away mattered to me. How despondent I would be if he left me…mattered. My chest ached when I tried to diminish our relationship to something less than it was.
 
   Then why’d I put so much effort into distancing myself? I could have been savoring our time together. Why’d I work so hard to make everything harder than it already was?
 
   As if she was sitting on the edge of the bed beside me, her head resting on my shoulder and her wild hair tickling the side of my face while she patiently waited for me to gather my always-churning thoughts, I could almost hear what Dani would say to me, her words honest and her voice kind. “You’re scared, Zo. You’ve always been afraid you’ll lose me, and you did…and now you’re afraid you’ll lose Jake. I know you think you’re protecting yourself, but you’re not. You’re only hurting yourself. You can’t keep pushing people away.”
 
   A despondent, hysterical laugh escaped from my throat, and I threw myself back on the bed. I’m losing my mind.
 
   Taking a deep breath to steady my trembling chin, I rubbed my hands over my face in an attempt to scrub away the mounting pressure behind my eyes. Jake was right, too; I wasn’t like Jason. I couldn’t keep pushing everything beneath the surface and expect to remain in control.
 
   I couldn’t be who I once was, the guarded, almost friendless starving artist. Too much had transpired between Jake and me to simply push it all away and hope for the best, and realizing that made my heart swell with a sense of urgency. I needed him. I wanted him. Now.
 
   Not bothering to take the time to change, I pulled combat boots on over my sweatpants, leaving the laces untied, and hurried out the door. I left Cooper to resume his morning slumber and hoped I didn’t trip on my shoelaces as I rushed down the stairs.
 
   I half expected to see Jake lounging in a chair beside the fireplace, but nobody was sitting by the dying fire. Tavis and Sam were sleeping on their pallets on the floor, and Sanchez and Harper were asleep in the opposite corner of the parlor. I didn’t see Jake anywhere.
 
   I tiptoed to the front door, careful not to let it creak too loudly as I opened it, and stepped out into the pale light of the early morning. Easing the door to a close, I strode toward the weathered stable across the dirt road. Shadow and Wings were among the horses out in the attached pasture, grazing on dewy grass. They raised their heads, only partially acknowledging me before refocusing their attention on their morning meal.
 
   I’d had my hair in a ponytail, but it suddenly felt too tight. Anxiously, I pulled the rubber band out, and my scalp sang in relief as my hair fell from its snare.
 
   Jake wasn’t outside by the horses, or in the wagon area attached to the paddocks, but I heard a dull thud inside the stable, and then another. Assuming it was him, I meandered inside. A violet hue saturated the stable’s interior, and I inhaled the comforting scents of leather and alfalfa. I heard another thud. The noise was coming from the tack room a few doors down from the stable entrance, so I headed toward it.
 
   Leaning through the doorway, I peered inside. Jake was sitting with his back to me on the edge of an old, wooden bench that ran through the center of the room. His long sleeves were pushed up, his elbows were resting on his knees, and his face was lowered into his hands.
 
   I opened my mind to his, trying to gauge his mood. When I felt his overwhelming frustration and sadness, my eyes pricked with tears.
 
   “Hey,” I squeaked and cleared my throat.
 
   Surprised, Jake lifted his head, confusion and concern warring on his rugged features.
 
   “I’ve been looking for you,” I said as my eyes took in every inch of him. His scruff was thicker than usual, and his hair was disheveled, like he’d been running his fingers through it over and over again. He looked exhausted, and I wondered if he hadn’t slept all night.
 
   An invisible band tightened around my heart. I did this to him.
 
   Jake sat on the bench, appraising my face. The corners of his eyes wrinkled as he squinted, but he didn’t say anything.
 
   “I’m sorry,” I rasped. Unable to watch the increasing uncertainty in his eyes, the uncertainty I’d caused, I looked at the saddles on the racks and at the blankets hanging on the walls. I looked anywhere but at him. “I know I’ve been—”
 
   A tennis ball dropped to the ground as Jake shot to his feet, surprising me, and he took a step toward me. “Do you love me?”
 
   My eyes widened and my skin heated. “Um—”
 
   “Do you love me?” he repeated. The fierceness in his eyes and tense set of his jaw startled me.
 
   Do I love Jake? I took a hesitant step inside the room. “I…yes.” The moment I said it, any remaining doubt in my mind cleared. I was certain that things between us could—no, would—work out. I took another step closer to him.
 
   Jake seemed taken aback by my admission, but only for a split second. He strode toward me, confident and determined, and I could feel the flurry of his unusually impulsive emotions swirling around me: need—anticipation—excitement. They were like smoke invading my senses, making me feel feverish with desire.
 
   His eyes were keen and wild with growing impatience as he moved closer, his gaze shifting from my mouth to my eyes and back. Without ceremony, his rock-hard body forced me backward and pinned me against a saddle blanket hanging on the wall.
 
   “Don’t ever do that to me again,” he growled.
 
   Before I could respond, he was tugging off my sweatshirt with one hand and gripping my waist with the other. His mouth covered mine with a frenzied yearning. My boots and sweats were gone within seconds, and I was left to stand in my black boy shorts and tank top, and Jake in his jeans and untied boots.
 
   I jumped into his arms, my legs coiling around his hips, tightening to bring him closer. His mouth was rough and urgent against mine, pulling my bottom lip between his teeth. His hands caught in my hair, and my body arched against his. I gasped for air and licked my lips as he nipped and kissed the sensitive flesh beneath my jaw.
 
   Moaning, I tilted my head to the side, providing ample skin for him to ravage with his mouth. Everything about him was lust and desire, and the acuteness of what he was feeling devastated my composure, making me feel nothing but need—his need and mine. I needed his hands and lips on every inch of my body. I needed him to take me until I had nothing left to give. I could barely breathe…I didn’t want to breathe…I just wanted him.
 
   Craving more than Jake’s mouth, I wrapped my arms around his neck and leaned into him to steady myself as I lowered my legs to the ground. My nails raked over his shoulders and down his back as they skimmed toward his pants. I unzipped his jeans, letting them fall to his ankles, and grabbed on to his butt. The muscles flexed against my hand. He fumbled with his boots and kicked off his pants, while I shed my tank top and underwear. When I looked at him, he was completely naked.
 
   Jake’s hands were on me again, all over my body. I quaked under the power of his fingertips as they moved up my arms and over my shoulders to my back. He pressed harder into me, making my breasts ache and my body burn with an invisible fire. I could feel his arousal against my abdomen, and I gasped.
 
   He tightened his greedy hands around my waist, but took a step back, his possessive eyes raking down the pale peaks and valleys of my trembling body. An unruly hunger possessed him as he examined every visible inch of me.
 
   Unable to tolerate any distance between us, I pulled him closer. My arms wound around his neck, and I stole another taste of his deliciously curious tongue. I shuddered.
 
   He gripped my loose tresses once more, pulling my head back against the wall with an arousing jerk. His urgency only spurred my own desire, and my insides warmed and clenched in excitement as I thought of really being with him. Finally. Pure bliss escaped from my lips in the form of another breathy moan, and my fingernails dug into his back.
 
   Jake growled as his teeth grazed the top of my shoulder. One of his hands dropped to my lower back and continued downward, tracing the curve of my butt…my thigh…and finally the crook of my leg. He lifted my knee and was inside me with a single, possessive surge. He was raw, unrestrained power. I craved more of it…more of him. My heart raced with the thrill and astonishment that we were finally together—no thoughts, no words, just his flesh against mine.
 
   As he pulled back to look at me, his body gleaming and straining in the dim sunlight leaking through the wall, his overwhelming desire for me became my complete undoing. I gripped his shoulders harder to steady myself and cried out. The tension in my body melted into a warm, tingling pleasure that filled every part of me. My senses winked in and out of focus, confused between his feelings and my own. Comfort—passion—relief—love—they all washed over me in a chaotic rush. I’d never felt so uninhibited or intoxicated; every kiss, every needy touch was more abandoned than the last, and I never wanted it to end.
 
   But it had to end.
 
   When it did, Jake’s unwavering hold was the only thing preventing me from collapsing to the floor. “Promise me,” he whispered into my ear through heaving breaths, his chest slick against mine.
 
   I nodded, unable to form coherent words, and reached for his face. I pulled his mouth to mine, stealing one more deep kiss. “I’m so sorry,” I breathed against his lips, trying not to sob. “I’m so sorry.”
 
   His eyes held mine, their savagery softening. Gentleness replaced his urgency as he brought his hand up to cup my cheek. He placed his lips against my forehead and moved down to the tip of my nose before he settled a tender kiss against my mouth. “I’m sorry too.”
 
   We stayed in each other’s arms for what felt like only moments, but eventually, I noticed the sun shining brightly through the open doorway of the tack room, and I could hear the others hustling around in the house.
 
   I was about to suggest that we head inside when I heard the front door to the house fling open. “Zoe!” my brother roared. “Where the fuck are you?”
 
   I gave Jake an apologetic groan and wrapped my arms around his broad shoulders, wishing I could have just one uninterrupted day with him.
 
   “Damn it, Zoe! Dani’s in trouble!”
 
   Dani? I could hear Jason walking away from the stable, and I hurried for my clothes. Oh, shit.
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   DANI
 
   MARCH 22, 1AE
 
    
 
   Pain was the first thing I noticed when I came to. It lanced the back of my skull, making me feel dizzy before I even opened my eyes. My head was drooping, my chin resting against my chest, and I seemed to be sitting up. Yes, I confirmed after assessing the rest of my body, I’m definitely sitting up…but I can’t move my arms or legs.
 
   I tugged both of my arms backward, but something cold and hard was clamped around my wrists, immobilizing me. All I received for my effort was a pulse of pain in the back of my head from the jarring motion. I groaned. My poor brain had been taking a lot of damage lately…I was hoping none of it ended up being permanent.
 
   “She’s waking up,” an unfamiliar female voice said softly. “Tell the General.”
 
   Slowly, I cracked my eyes open and raised my head. Mase was the first thing I saw, the only thing I saw for several long seconds. He was hanging by his wrists, a thick metal chain stretched taut between him and the ceiling, and his feet were barely touching the ground. He was standing on his tiptoes, probably to alleviate some of the strain the metal cuffs placed on his wrists and shoulders. The top of his fatigues had been stripped off, leaving him in only a gray t-shirt and camouflage pants. His massive arm muscles twitched with the effort to maintain his position as his eyes tracked something else in the room. Based on the soft sounds of footsteps, he was watching whoever was moving around behind me. The woman who spoke?
 
   “Mase,” I whispered, and his eyes snapped to mine. Why hasn’t he broken free? I was certain he was strong enough. “You okay?”
 
   His face softened a little, and he nodded.
 
   “Oh, MA-one is doing just fine, aren’t ya, big guy?” It was the unfamiliar female voice again, only this time it carried a sadistic edge. She laughed, low and throaty. “For now, at least.”
 
   Ignoring the pain as best I could—which really wasn’t all that much—I turned my head to catch sight of the woman behind my chair. She moved too quickly, and all I saw were the wispy ends of her long, golden blonde hair. She doesn’t want me to see her…fine. I scanned the rest of my surroundings instead. I wasn’t overly excited by what I found.
 
   I was in a concrete room—the walls, floor, ceiling, and even my chair were all formed of concrete. Comfy, I thought sarcastically. I guessed the room was larger than the average bedroom, maybe twenty feet on either side, with me in the center and Mase several feet away in front of me. Above us, florescent lights flickered and buzzed, washing out everything in the room. The space had the feeling of a bunker or a basement…or a dungeon. Oh come on, who even has dungeons these days? Unfortunately, part of my mind answered, General Herodson.
 
   The room was suffocatingly enclosed, and unless there was a door in the wall behind me, the only thing breaking up the unrelenting stretches of dirty, gray concrete was the metal door behind Mase. Well, that and the handful of guards lining the walls, armed just as heavily as the two who had accompanied General Herodson into Dr. Wesley’s office. Each had an assault rifle, a sidearm, a combat knife, and who knew what else hiding on their persons. It was starting to make sense why Mase hadn’t pulled his bonds free.
 
   Suddenly, dizziness forced me to close my eyes or risk throwing up on myself, and I really didn’t think vomit would improve the room’s ambiance. I considered using my Ability, but if even opening my eyes pushed me to the verge of nausea, communicating telepathically might knock me out completely, and I couldn’t afford that at the moment.
 
   With a metallic clang and the screech of rusty hinges, the metal door swung open, and several sets of footsteps marched into the room. I finally attained enough control over my roiling stomach and spinning head to reopen my eyes. I wasn’t surprised by who I found standing off to one side of the door—General Herodson and his human lie detector. I took a deep, apprehensive breath.
 
   Shuffling footsteps preceded the entrance of four more people, including Dr. Wesley and Camille. Camille was the source of most of the shuffling. She was being forced into the room by another guard, his unyielding hold restraining her arms and torso and her feet dragging on the ground as she was unwillingly hauled inside. The man who’d informed the General of my telepathy use earlier—a lanky, scruffy-haired man—entered alongside them, gripping Camille’s upper arm so tightly he had to be hurting her. Nobody else entered behind them.
 
   Complete and utter relief flooded me, temporarily easing my headache. Gabe wasn’t there. I hoped it meant he’d managed to get away…to hide…to do something.
 
   “Delightful,” General Herodson remarked quietly. He reached out a hand toward the door. “Come here, dear Anna. Come see the future of mankind—it’s a beautiful thing.”
 
   Dr. Wesley wound around the others to his side and linked her arm with his. Her face was absolutely blank. If there was one thing I was certain she’d passed on to her children, it was a knack for hiding her emotions.
 
   “I’d hoped this wouldn’t be necessary,” General Herodson began, “but it would seem that some people are more resistant to my power of suggestion than others.” He looked from me to Mase and back again. “Take MA-one, for example. He’d been on this base for over a year and had always been loyal and obedient. But once the Great Transformation began, every once in a while he showed small displays of defiance. Now, even as a Re-gen, he defies me.” General Herodson smiled congenially. “So you see, when you started displaying similar signs of defiance, I could hardly make the same mistakes I made with him.”
 
   What’s he saying? That he’s not going to turn me into a Re-gen? So is he just going to kill me?
 
   He paused and watched me thoughtfully. “I would just kill you, but I find myself in need of your rather unique talents. Telepaths I have—practically more than I know what to do with—but none like you. They’re all one-way radios, only sending, never receiving, but you send and receive.” He dropped Dr. Wesley’s arm and took several steps closer to me, skirting around Mase with reasonable caution. The Re-gen’s feet weren’t secured to the ground, and I didn’t doubt he could lash out with his legs, chained wrists or not.
 
   Stopping barely a foot from my chair, General Herodson cocked his head from side to side, studying me. “Tiny little thing, aren’t you? Where do you keep all of that power, I wonder?” He reached out with one hand to tilt my face upward. “Pretty, too, if you like redheads. Myself, I prefer dark hair.” His hand shifted, seizing my jaw, and he squeezed.
 
   I didn’t want to do it—I hated doing it—but his grip grew too painful, and I couldn’t help it. I cried out.
 
   Mase’s chains rattled, a dull clanking, and concrete dust rained down from the ceiling. It took me a moment to realize that the low, deep rumbling I was hearing was Mase…growling. It sounded so similar to Jack’s vicious growl that I half thought a dog had found its way into the room. It’s funny, the random thoughts you have when you’re pretty sure you’re about to die.
 
   Without warning, General Herodson released my face and hammered his fist down on my left forearm. There was a crack and a moment of bright, glittering white light, which was instantly eclipsed by the sharpest pain I’d ever felt. I howled in agony and squeezed my eyes shut, again fighting nausea.
 
   “If you do anything like that again,” I heard the General say, sounding far away and tinny, “I’ll cut off her hand completely. A telepath doesn’t need hands—at least, not both. Now, where was I?” Fingertips touched my cheek, patting gently. “Open your eyes, Danielle. I wasn’t done speaking to you.”
 
   Gritting my teeth and panting, I somehow managed to peel my eyelids open.
 
   “Good!” General Herodson turned away from me, returning to Dr. Wesley’s side. Was that a hint of strain I saw around her eyes? “Why do I need you so badly, you must be wondering. Well, I’m having a bit of a problem drawing people to me, and you seem to have been designed for exactly that.” He smiled faintly. “I view it as destiny.”
 
   I was tempted to tell him I hadn’t been designed for anything, let alone his sick plans, but I was terrified of adding a second broken arm to the count…or a missing hand. I’ll kill you. I’ll kill you and feed you to the animals, you sick fucking bastard.
 
   General Herodson continued, oblivious to my silent defiance. “The whole point of the Great Transformation was to scour the earth clean of the cancer of humanity and start again—here. We’ll build a clean, stable, crime-free civilization where this next evolution of mankind can thrive in peace.”
 
   “Your peace,” I managed to rasp.
 
   The General patted Dr. Wesley’s hand and nodded sadly. “It is the only peace there is…or at least, it will be, once we work out a few kinks. Which brings us to our current task. There’s someone I’d like you to meet.”
 
   He motioned for someone behind me to approach him, and the blonde woman rounded my concrete throne. She was tall, slender, and pretty, in an ice princess kind of way, but there was something about her piercing blue eyes that seemed off.
 
   “This is one of the gifted people who make our new T-R program possible. With her remarkable Ability, I can completely erase all of your memories and implant new, useful ones that will promote our cause and make you more…pliant.” He paused, then smiled. “Ah yes, I forgot to introduce you. Danielle, this is Clara.”
 
   Clara. I stiffened. Is it possible? The age, the hair, the oh-so-creepy eyes. It’s her—it has to be. Clara—the woman who’d poisoned Zoe, who’d killed several of Zoe’s friends in a fire meant to destroy them all—was here, staring at me. Oh shit…oh shit…
 
   Panic and pain flooded my body with adrenaline, and my mind cleared momentarily. I had to get word to the others. I knew I didn’t have much time—minutes at the most—and probably not even that, with the Ability-sensing guy in the room.
 
   I found Gabe’s mind almost instantly. He was above me and a little ways off to the right, but not too far. I described my surroundings to him and told him, if he could, to figure out some way to contact Jason and Zoe and coordinate the rest of the escape with them. I didn’t wait for him to respond, instead using my dwindling time to search for any of the rescue party’s minds.
 
   “Sir, she’s doing it again. I can tell it’s her this time.”
 
   “Dose her. We’ll have to finish this later,” General Herodson said. He sounded irritated.
 
   I hadn’t noticed Clara leave his side, but suddenly she was beside me, sticking something into my upper arm. In seconds, my world ceased to be. I ceased to be.
 
    
 
   ~~~~~
 
    
 
   “Wake up,” someone sang softly.
 
   My head spun, and my eyes refused to open.
 
   “Wake up,” the voice hissed.
 
   I moaned.
 
   “I said, ‘Wake up!’” the person—a woman—repeated, immediately before she slapped me.
 
   Groaning, I managed to crack one eyelid open. Clara’s face was inches from mine.
 
   She smiled sweetly, an expression that should have looked angelic but fit on her face about as well as a lullaby in a horror movie. “I sent the guards outside, so it’s just us girls,” she murmured conspiratorially. She shot a glance over her shoulder, presumably at Mase. “Well, him too, but he doesn’t really count, does he? I mean, it’s not like he’s a real person.”
 
   She tilted her head to the side as she studied me, reminding me of a vulture. “I have something I’ve been dying to share with you.” She giggled, sending a wash of chills over my skin. “I was with the team that stole you away, and guess who I saw?” She paused, her eyebrows raised as though she actually expected me to guess.
 
   Again, I groaned. Her voice was making my vision swim, and I just wanted her to shut up.
 
   “You’re no fun!” she pouted. Her expression shifted instantly, her mouth curving into a gleeful smile and her eyes alighting with delight. “While we were hiding from your frantic little group, I spotted none other than my dear, dear friend Zoe! What a small world!” she exclaimed. Her voice turned razor sharp. “So you know what I’m thinking? You’re that bitch she was always whining about—the one who was supposed to be with her brother.” Her upper lip curled into a sneer. “She’s out there, isn’t she? Her and the others…and Jake. They’re coming for you, aren’t they?”
 
   My sluggish mind finally processed what she’d told me. While my friends had been searching for me in the woods, Clara and who knew who else had stood by, hiding, and watched. How? How had they gone undetected?
 
   “How?” I said, voicing my thought.
 
   She snorted. “How should I know?” I had the feeling we were talking about two different things, but my brain felt groggy enough that I couldn’t connect the dots. With a supremely sinister grin, she said, “Even if you ever get to see that whiny, sanctimonious bitch again, you won’t know her. When I’m done with you, you won’t remember anyone…you won’t even know who you are.”
 
   Go to hell! In the back of my mind, I wondered what would happen if I never escaped, was never rescued, and ended up as the General’s personal PA system. Death—my death—was a better option for everyone.
 
   I started mumbling nonsense, hoping to lure Clara closer.
 
   She leaned in. “What was that? It’s okay, you can tell me.”
 
   “At least…she’ll have…Jake…you psycho…bitch.”
 
   Clara screeched like a banshee and slapped my face repeatedly until, finally, the world faded away…again.
 
    
 
   ~~~~~
 
    
 
   “I’m not pleased,” I heard the General say from far, far away. Is he talking to me? What’d I do to anger him now? “If I didn’t need you as much as I needed her, you’d already be dead.” Is he talking to someone else? “There are other ways to make your life very unpleasant. Pull a stunt like this again, and I’ll show you,” he said.
 
   “I’m sorry, Sir.”
 
   Ah…Clara.
 
   “Apologies prove nothing. Just don’t do it again,” General Herodson snapped.
 
   “Yes, Sir.”
 
   There was a long pause, then the General said, “Good. Now wake her up.”
 
   I felt another prick in my arm, followed by a burning sensation that spread outward through my body. My forearm flamed with pain, as did the back of my head and various spots on my face. I turned to vomit over the side of the chair.
 
   “Clean that up,” the General said. I heard movement beside me. “We expected as much, what with your many injuries.” His voice sounded matter-of-fact with a hint of kindness. “I didn’t intend for this to turn so ugly, Danielle. The nausea will pass in a few minutes, once your brain has a chance to equalize the pain.”
 
   Slumped sideways in the chair as far as the arm restraints would allow, I simply breathed. In and out. In and out. In and out.
 
   I hurt so badly. But the pain, I soon realized, was both a blessing and a curse. When I focused on it—embraced it—my head cleared a little. The pain drove away some of the haze of whatever medications they’d injected me with, and my Ability flared to life, just out of grasp. I needed a little more time, a little more clarity. Just another minute, I thought desperately, just one more minute…
 
   “Can you sit up?” I felt hands on my upper arms, righting me before they let go. “There we go. Better, no? I would gladly drug you further to prevent such undue suffering, but alas, Clara can only work with your mind when it’s awake and unclouded with medications. So, we have a bit of a dilemma. I need your mind clear enough for Clara to begin the T-R process, but I can’t have you communicating with whoever it is you keep communicating with. I’ve had a little chat with my advisors, and they all agree that since my influence worked on you in the beginning, it should work on you again, at least for as short of a time as we need it to, so—” When he spoke again, his words were laced with will-bending power. “—open your eyes.”
 
   I did, instantly. I want to tear out your throat with my teeth.
 
   “Good. One more little test.” Again his voice filled with the power of undeniable influence. “When I touch your broken arm, you will not make a noise.”
 
   I watched as his hand slowly neared my broken forearm, dreading the pain I knew would accompany his touch. When his fingertips pressed down on skin that was swollen and just starting to show hints of bruising, my lungs tried to force a scream, but the sound caught in my throat.
 
   “Wonderful,” General Herodson said. “Now listen very carefully. You will not talk to anyone telepathically, you will not try to escape, and you will answer all of my questions truthfully.” He offered me a fatherly smile and added, “And because I’m not a monster, you will not feel any more pain.”
 
   Blessed relief—the lack of pain—blanketed my body. The aches and throbs weren’t gone, exactly, but they were distant, almost like memories of pains long past. Freed from the burden of pain, I was able to notice the other people in the room. Mase was still dangling in front of me on trembling muscles, and Clara was skulking in a corner. There were even more guards lining the walls than had been there before, making me feel claustrophobic. The Truth Guard was back, along with the guard holding Camille and the man who could tell when Abilities were in use—who was still grasping Camille’s arm in an iron grip.
 
   “Better?” General Herodson asked.
 
   I nodded, grateful despite myself. I hate you. You are a monster.
 
   “Good. Now, tell me all about your little rebel friends on base. Who are they?”
 
   Compelled beyond personal restraint, I answered. “Mase and Camille, and Gabe.” Somehow, I hadn’t felt the need to provide Dr. Wesley’s name. Is it because she’s not my friend? Or is it because the neutralizer is still working, even a little?
 
   “Gabe? Gabriel McLaughlin?” General Herodson asked skeptically, frowning. “Why didn’t I see that coming?” He turned away from me and barked several hurried orders at the guards nearest the exit. Two of them rushed out of the room, practically slamming the door.
 
   I squeezed my eyes shut as the clang resounded in the room.
 
   “Eyes open, Danielle,” the General commanded, and I obeyed. He met my eyes, seeming to see inside me. “What about your other friends, the ones outside who are supposedly coming to rescue you? How many are there? What can they do? Where are they?”
 
   “I’m not sure how many are coming…maybe a couple, maybe a dozen or more.” I wanted to bite my tongue off to stop the words from tumbling out of my mouth. “They can do many things: walk, talk, jump, shoot gu—”
 
   “What are their Abilities?”
 
   I considered how to order their Abilities to hide the most dangerous, but then I realized that in his hands, they were all dangerous. “Visions, telepathy, changing the magnitude of others’ Abilities, something with electricity, empathy, mental healing, regeneration, lie detecting, sensing volatility, and some we’re unsure of. Oh, and I don’t know where they are.” I smiled.
 
   “Have you come across any other large groups of survivors?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   He pressed his lips into a thin line. “Where?”
 
   “One near Lake Tahoe and the other on the California coast a little north of San Francisco.” Again, I’d been able to answer truthfully without revealing everything. He hadn’t asked for any names of towns, he’d just asked where.
 
   General Herodson sighed. “I see that there is already some resistance to my influence. Very well; I’ll have Clara search for the things I want to know while she’s erasing your memories.” Gone was the pretense of kindness, and his steel-gray eyes turned to ice. “Sometimes the T-R process requires several swipes of the hard drive. You should know that to test your obedience I’ll be ordering you to kill your sweetheart.”
 
   My heart skipped a beat. Does he have Jason? Oh God, no!
 
   The General backed up and looked at Mase. “An interesting choice. I wasn’t sure if Re-gens were still sexual creatures, but I know this one spent the night at your house and you seem quite concerned about his well-being, so I can only assume you two…it’s quite enlightening.” He’s going to order me to kill Mase…
 
   A thrashing and screaming Camille drew my attention. “You promised! You said you wouldn’t hurt either of them if I told you! You promised!” But Camille was as small as me—half the size of the soldier restraining her—and she hadn’t had any combat training. She didn’t stand a chance of breaking free. Hell, were I in her place, I wouldn’t have either. Wait…why isn’t she using her Ability to—
 
   “If you’re hoping she’ll mentally gut us all, don’t hold your breath,” General Herodson said, seeming to read my mind. He’d turned to watch Camille’s struggles as well. “Frank, the man holding her arm, has a very unique Ability. Not only can he sense when others are using their Abilities, but through touch, he can suppress others from using theirs.” He sighed, sounding wistful. “Unfortunately, Camille will also be disposed of when this ugly business is completed. She was useful, but…you can’t always get what you want.” Turning, he beckoned Clara from the corner. “Come, start the process. I’m tiring of this. I want to be done with it.”
 
   I watched Clara slink closer, watched her reach her slender fingers out to touch my temples. Her presence in my mind felt like an oil spill, toxic and clinging. Defensively, my Ability kicked in, and I sought out the nearest familiar mind.
 
   Ray was circling in the sky above the Colony, swooping and soaring along currents of wind. Slipping out of my mind and into hers was the most welcome relief imaginable.
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   ZOE
 
   MARCH 22, 1AE
 
    
 
   It was a couple hours past nightfall and we’d ridden nearly fifty miles. Our horses were worn out by the time we made it to the south end of Silver Spruce golf course. We hadn’t been willing to linger any closer to the Colony than necessary for fear of running into patrolling black-bands, so we’d settled for our tucked-away ghost town and exhausted horses instead.
 
   Thankfully, having known we would be leaving, we already had most of our belongings packed by the time Jason received Dani’s panicked communication. Tavis and Sam had decided to stay with our group, riding with us to Colorado Springs to rescue Dani, and then on to Durango to meet up with the others. Shadow was still healing and putting on weight, so he was ponied behind the brown mare I’d saddled up to ride on our journey.
 
   As soon as we reached the pond, the place where Dani was supposed to meet us, Carlos, Chris, and Jason dismounted and moved a few yards away from the rest of us. Carlos needed to focus on sending out an electromagnetic pulse strong enough to shut down the ever-stretching sea of electricity. We needed to signal to Dani that we’d arrived and were ready for her to make her escape, and the disorientation caused by the blackout would aid her breakout.
 
   Anxiously, I stood beside Jake, Harper, and Sanchez amidst the overgrown green, taking in what we could see of the infamous Colony. The very idea of its existence festered in my mind. The place seemed alive, radiant even. It had been months since I’d seen something so inexplicably awe-inspiring…and obscene. The longer I stared at it, the hotter the deep, septic hatred burning inside my gut became. Killing people? Kidnapping them? And for what purpose, exactly? I knew there was no acceptable reasoning behind it, and I wanted to hurt everyone responsible for causing so much pain and heart-wrenching grief—the doctor, maybe, or Gabe and the General.
 
   In fact, knowing the General was responsible for creating the two Re-gens that were with Dani made me restless. I’d witnessed how loyal Becca had been to her “Father,” how much she feared his wrath and how desperate she was to please him. What makes Dani’s Re-gens any different?
 
   But every time I thought of Dani stuck inside that glowing, mind-controlled encampment with the General, who wanted her Ability so badly he’d probably waste no expense to retain possession of her, I knew my only choice was to trust the Re-gens…and Gabe. I had to believe they would keep Dani safe and get her to the electric fence in one piece. I had to believe that Camille would not only use her metal-controlling Ability to successfully cut through the deadly fence, but also to detain any guards who crossed their path, and that Mase really would use his superhuman strength and speed to fight off any who made it past Camille. And I had to believe that Gabe, using his knowledge of how the Colony worked, would get Dani out of there once and for all…that he wouldn’t betray us all again. I had to believe that together they would help keep Dani safe until we met them outside the fence, and I had to believe that tonight was the night we would all ride away and never look back. I sighed. God, I hope they know what they’re doing…
 
   Jake leaned into me, nudging my shoulder with his. Apparently my mental scowl was readable on my face, too.
 
   I shook my head in disbelief at the glowing city spread out before us, but quickly my determination resurfaced. We’re getting Dani out of that fucking hellhole.
 
   There weren’t walls lining the perimeter like those of a castle, nor were there machine gun stations atop battlements like I’d half expected; there was only a heavily charged electric fence. It’s not so impossible, I mused. Then again, I guessed the General didn’t need towers and tanks if he was mind-controlling everyone so expertly and had walking weapons at his beck and call.
 
   Dani had told us that guards weren’t scarce along the Colony’s border, and that they patrolled the roads and the buildings surrounding the base, watching and waiting for any possible dangers. The Colony was well equipped, to say the least—they had electricity, and from the intense aura of light around it, they had a lot of it. We didn’t stand a chance. At least, not without Carlos’s Ability.
 
   Unexpectedly, shooting and distant yelling echoed from inside the Colony, and my heart seemed to stop in momentary dread. What the hell’s going on? Is it Dani?
 
   I glanced over at Carlos’s shadowed form kneeling on the grass. Even in the darkness, I could tell he was shaking. Chris’s silhouette crouched on his right while Jason’s stood to Carlos’s left, each with a supportive hand on his shoulder. We were relying on the darkness and the weeping willows to shield us from any watchful eyes. Hearing another burst of gunfire, I grabbed Jake’s hand, clutching it tightly while I squeezed my eyes shut. Please work.
 
   As if Carlos himself had heard my plea, the humming sound of electricity faded. My eyes flew open in time to see a wave of darkness flowing away from us…away from Carlos.
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   DANI
 
   MARCH 22, 1AE
 
    
 
   I was Ray.
 
   It was moon-time. I spotted my prey again, flitting from branch to branch in a tree with budding leaves. It squawked once before launching itself into the air. I dove, striking at it as I crossed over its back, and watched it fall to the earth. Lazily, I sank through the air, landing beside my prey with a victorious cry. I tore into it, savoring its warm flesh.
 
   Sated, I extended my wings fully and launched back into the air immediately before she-who-flies-with-me withdrew.
 
    
 
   I slipped out of Ray, and like I was sloshing across an ocean of tar, crawled back into my own mind. Instantly, I regretted it. Despite the General’s power-laced command to not feel pain, a deep ache pulsed through my body, and the fact that I was still strapped to the damn concrete chair by shiny steel restraints wasn’t helping my comfort level.
 
   But…yes! I’m also still me! I’m not a T-R! I didn’t understand it, but somehow, fleeing into Ray’s mind had protected me from Clara’s Ability. Thank you, Ray!
 
   Opening my eyes, I glanced around the room. Camille was still there, standing with her wrists handcuffed in front of her and Frank at her side, suppressing her Ability through his touch. I could hear someone moving around behind me and figured it was Clara. Mase stood in the same place in front of me, his arms still extended over his head by heavy iron chains, and sweat streamed down his face and neck. General Herodson, on the other hand, was gone. The only other people in the room were two yellow-armbanded guards watchfully flanking the door. Where’d the General go? Why’d he take most of his people?
 
   “Where’s Herodson?” I croaked.
 
   At my question, Clara skipped around to the front of my seated prison, blocking only some of Mase’s massive body with her slender frame. “You’re awake! That’s a relief!” she exclaimed, sounding genuinely relieved. “General Herodson was super pissed. He thought I did something that broke your mind, but I knew I didn’t. You did something.” She balled her hands into fists and placed them on her hips in an exaggerated motion. “You made me look like a fool in front of him!” She glared at me. “What did you do?” I half expected her to stomp her foot in indignation.
 
   What did I do? “Ah…what?”
 
   Clara’s eyes narrowed to slits, and she moved closer to me, setting her hands beside my wrists on the wide cement armrests. She leaned in so far that she was almost close enough to kiss. I was tempted to spit in her face.
 
   Instead, I whispered, “You’re in my bubble.”
 
   Slowly, a sly grin turned up the ends of her mouth, making her eyes glint with malice. “You know, he won’t be back for a while. He has some crisis to deal with…something with those Re-gen freaks. But that doesn’t mean we can’t play while he’s gone. I may not be able to wipe your mind—yet—but there are other things we can do for fun.” Clara smiled sweetly. “And who says you’re the only one I can play with?” 
 
   Turning, she took several steps in Mase’s direction and placed a hand on the side of his ribcage. Ever so slowly, she walked a circle around him, tracing her fingers along his sweat-soaked t-shirt. “A bit damp for my tastes, but he’s definitely burly enough.” When she was behind him, she reached her right hand around to his stomach and slipped it down to the waistband of his fatigues. “I bet I could have a lot of fun with him.” She traced a line along the coarse fabric, barely dipping her fingers lower.
 
   Mase jerked away from her touch as much as possible. His eyes were squeezed shut, and his face was locked in a strained grimace.
 
   I looked past the disturbing scene and met Camille’s eyes. They were wide, imploring with me to pay attention to her…to the words she was mouthing, slowly and deliberately: “Use your telepathy on me.” Her eyes widened further, demanding.
 
   Use my telepathy on her? But I can’t! The General commanded me not to…oh! He’d said I wasn’t allowed to use it to talk to anyone, but he hadn’t forbidden me from listening to—or, in Camille’s case, seeing—what other people were trying to tell me. She wanted me to connect our minds telepathically. I jerked my head in a single, minimal nod.
 
   “Don’t look at her!” Clara screeched. “She’s not a part of this. This is my game!”
 
   I shifted my gaze back to the psychotic blonde, settling a bland expression on my face. It was harder than it sounds. Her left hand was clutching Mase’s arm just above the elbow, her fingernails digging in deep enough that several thin streams of blood were sliding down his arm.
 
   I leeched all emotion from my voice, doing my best to look bored. “What do you want from me?”
 
   “I want you to watch…just watch, that’s all,” she cooed.
 
   Keeping my eyes locked on Clara’s, I reached out to Camille with my mind. I had to swallow a cry of relief. I could connect with her mind even if I couldn’t actually say anything because of the General’s damn command.
 
    
 
   I saw myself in Gabe’s empty lab, lying on the floor while he injected me with the neutralizer. And then I saw myself start screaming. Camille, peeking through the door from the hallway, dropped to her knees, clutching her head in her hands.
 
    
 
   I saw myself as I currently was, restrained and broken. The rest of the concrete prison was in place, guards and prisoners alike. Again, I saw myself start screaming, but only Frank, the man touching Camille’s arm suppressing her Ability over metals, seemed affected by my outpouring of power.
 
    
 
   I saw myself running down a dark corridor with Camille and Mase. We were free and fleeing together.
 
    
 
   Blinking, I refocused on Clara and Mase. Only seconds had passed since I’d started receiving images from Camille’s mind, but Clara’s hand had dipped further into Mase’s pants. It wouldn’t be long until she’d violated him completely. With renewed determination, I focused on my Ability. Camille wanted me to use it like I had after receiving my one and only dose of the neutralizer and remembering all of the memories and pain of the last few months.
 
   Wait—she was there? I shook my head. Focus!
 
   But I’d had heartbreaking memories, an aching sense of loss, to fuel my scream the last time. None of that was as fresh now. All I had was…artificially dulled pain. Will that work?
 
   In a surreal moment, I stepped outside of myself, assessing my emotions. What else do I have to work with? Anger. Panic. Fear. I had an overabundance of fear. I was terrified of never escaping from the Colony, of being wiped clean and remade into someone else. And what if something happens to Zo and Jason? My gut-wrenching terror was so powerful that once I started screaming, I feared I might never be able to stop.
 
   But that was assuming it would work at all. I didn’t know if the General’s command not to use my Ability to talk to anyone telepathically would extend to mind-screaming.
 
   There’s only one way to find out.
 
   Shifting my attention to Frank, I opened my mouth and focused all of my mental power on my unrestrainable fear. I let it nourish me. Consume me. Transform me. I embraced it, and when I pushed the air out of my lungs, I used that fear to make my scream as mind-shredding as possible.
 
   Oh God! It felt like shooting a never-ending laser of pure telepathic power into Frank’s mind. I strained under the force of it, watching him convulse as blood leaked from his nose. Nobody else seemed to realize what was happening to him—nobody but Frank and Camille. Probably because everyone else was staring at me.
 
   My scream cut off almost as abruptly as it began, and I hunched in on myself, panting.
 
   “What’s wrong with you?” Clara asked me warily, drawing my attention back to her.
 
   I risked the briefest glance at Frank. Blood was leaking from his ears, too. Crimson tears started streaming from the corners of his eyes right before he stiffened and sank to the floor, releasing Camille…freeing her Ability. She didn’t hesitate in unleashing it.
 
   “What the hell?” one of the guards at the door exclaimed while his counterpart simply struggled in place. Their bodies weren’t frozen—they could still move, a little, so I knew Camille wasn’t restraining them by the metals in their blood—but they appeared stuck enough.
 
   Stunned, Clara still stood behind Mase, one hand partially submerged in the front of his pants.
 
   Camille pointed to her and said, “She doesn’t have any metal on her. I can’t hold her in place.”
 
   “Mase! Pull!” I shouted. He didn’t falter.
 
   At the exact instant my steel restraints snapped open, chunks of concrete rained down on Mase from the ceiling and the heavy chain clattered to the floor. Clara followed almost immediately, collapsing into a limp heap. There was blood on her temple.
 
   I stood, cradling my broken arm, my legs shaking. Camille’s fingers were hovering over the locks holding the manacles around Mase’s wrists. Keeping an eye on an unconscious Clara, I approached my friends. “What’d you mean about the metal? Why can she still move?”
 
   Camille was clenching her jaw. She didn’t look up as she said, “The low concentration of metals in the body…takes a lot of effort to hold someone that way…but almost everyone has metal on them…and holding that in place is easier…a lot easier. I can do…more…that way.”
 
   The iron that had been around Mase’s wrists clanked to the ground, and he rubbed his raw skin. “Thanks, Camille,” he said softly before striding around the room, knocking out each of the guards quickly and efficiently. At least, I thought he only knocked them out.
 
   Camille crossed her arms over her middle, her eyes narrowed with strain as she watched Mase. All of a sudden, a thick stream of blood started leaking from her left nostril.
 
   “Crap, Camille, did you get hit in the nose?” I lurched forward so I could get a closer look at her face.
 
   She turned wide, gray eyes on me. “What? No.”
 
   “You’re bleeding.”
 
   Tentatively, she raised a hand to her face and touched her shaking fingers to the blood. Looking at her crimson-coated fingertips, she frowned. “I wonder…it must be because…I’m holding so much metal in place…right now.”
 
   If her Ability’s making her nose bleed, what’s it doing to her brain? “How much metal, Camille?”
 
   She glanced around the room. “All of it.”
 
   “In here?”
 
   She shook her head. “In the Colony…at least, all that I can reach. Except what’s on us.”
 
   My heart sank, and I reached for her good arm with my good arm. “We need to get out, now, so you can let go.”
 
   Mase hurled his body at the door, and after several failed attempts at breaking it down, Camille asked him to stop. There was a low, metallic click. “It’s unlocked now, but…”
 
   “But what?” I asked, stopping midway to the door.
 
   Camille sagged in place, remaining on her feet for a few seconds before falling to her knees. “I can’t go with you. I can’t do anything else. I’ll lose concentration.” Raising her eyes to mine, she made a silent plea. “Leave me. I’ll hold on as long as I can.”
 
   “No, Camille—”
 
   Mase had apparently heard enough. Having already opened the door, he stomped back to Camille and hoisted her up, flinging her over his shoulders in a fireman’s carry. He turned to me. “Let’s go.”
 
   All of a sudden, Clara was on her feet and sprinting out of the room.
 
   “Mase! She’s—” I started to say, but his hands were full with Camille, and the sadistic woman was gone before he could do anything to detain her. Damn it!
 
   “Forget her,” Mase said. “We need to go, now.”
 
   I followed him to the door…and froze. I couldn’t move.
 
   No, that wasn’t quite right. I could move backward—back into the room—but I couldn’t step through the doorway. My stomach soured and bile rose to my throat when I realized what was going on. General Herodson had also commanded me not to try to escape. So far, everything I’d done had been to help free Camille and Mase as much as myself. But leaving the room—that was definitely me trying to escape.
 
   “Shit!” I hissed.
 
   In the hallway, Mase turned, his eyebrows drawn down in confusion.
 
   “I can’t leave…the General’s commands—”
 
   There was the sound of a throat clearing in the hallway to the left of the doorway. “I believe I could help with that…if I could move more than my mouth, fingers, and toes.” I didn’t need to be able to see him to know it was Gabe. I wanted to collapse to the ground in equal parts relief and frustration. I couldn’t get to him, but he was alright…for the moment.
 
   “Ah, thank you, Camille.” Looking harried, Gabe stepped through the doorway and into the interrogation room with me. His eyes flicked around the room, taking in the five motionless bodies, but he shook his head and returned his attention to me. He scanned me from head to toe, shock and fury pinching his features.
 
   “I thought you might need this,” he said, holding up a small metal case. I desperately hoped it held the neutralizer. Without pretense, he removed an inoculator and a glass vial, fitted them together, and injected the neon liquid into my neck.
 
   Within seconds, I felt the General’s influence erode until it released me completely. Luckily, it wasn’t like the previous time, when all my old, painful memories had resurfaced at once. Unluckily, it was physical pain that threatened to drown me. I stiffened, shutting my eyes tightly while I struggled to hold on to consciousness under the sheer agony. I gritted my teeth. I won’t give in! Slowly, it abated, fading to a more manageable level.
 
   I reached for Gabe’s hand with my good arm and gave it a squeeze. “Thanks. Let’s get out of here.” Tugging on his hand, I pulled him through the doorway, took a single step into the hallway, and froze again. At least that time it wasn’t because of the General’s commands.
 
   A pretty, dark-haired woman wearing jeans and a navy-blue hooded jacket waited with Mase and Camille, her words speeding and her gestures emphatic as she spoke to them. I caught snippets of what she was saying…had a vision…slaughter…warned them…uprising…all Re-gens…so much blood…
 
   She looked familiar, but I couldn’t place her. “Gabe, who…?”
 
   “Ah, yes,” Gabe said. “This is the woman I told you about…RV-one. I mean, Becca.”
 
   “Becca,” I repeated, and her familiarity slipped into place. I’d recognized her from the photo in her dossier. I was staring at Rebecca Vaughn, the formerly dead sister of Jake Vaughn. I’d forgotten all about her, about trying to find her and taking her with me when I fled. “How’d you—”
 
   “Not now. Right now we need to run.”
 
   As if our friends on the outside heard him, the power flickered several times, then failed completely, leaving us in total darkness. It was my signal.
 
   “Aw…you’ve got to be kidding me,” Gabe muttered.
 
   “No, it’s good. It’s Carlos,” I told him. “It’s my people. They’re here.”
 
   “I’ve seen this,” Becca said off to the left, her voice raspy. The way she said “seen” reminded me of her Ability—prophetic visions. “We must go now. The rebellion will only distract Father and his guards for so long, and not all are restrained by CL-one’s power. They will be here soon. I know the way; I’ve seen it. Come. We must hold hands.”
 
   Gabe didn’t give me a chance to protest. One second I was standing, holding his hand and gaping into the darkness, the next I was pulled into a fast walk.
 
   Mentally, I found Ray, who I was still connected to by a thin tether. I pictured Jason and showed her the image. By the time Ray reached him, drawing me to his exact location, we were outside and running down the street, the half-moon glowing like a beacon in the night sky. I was surprised to discover that my concrete prison had been in the basement of the communications building.
 
   My telepathy was slipperier than usual, making it almost impossible to lock on to Jason. Finally, after multiple failed attempts, I made contact. “We’re on our way,” I told him, barely managing to complete the thought before my telepathy sputtered and winked out of commission. I’d burned it out—again. Shit!
 
   But I didn’t have time to worry about my damaged Ability. I needed to focus on my feet, on keeping them moving. Each step jarred my arm, making invisible shards of glass stab into the swollen flesh.
 
   At least I’m not dead, I told myself.
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   Jason shot up from his squatted position. “She’s coming,” he said as he started pacing.
 
   With a sporadic, increasingly loud hum, the electricity flickered back to life, once more illuminating the darkness beyond the golf course. My head snapped to Carlos, who was still unsteady on his feet from overexerting his Ability for the first time.
 
   “Fuck, they’re back in business,” Jason spat. A few seconds later, the humming dissipated and the Colony faded back into blackness.
 
   Carlos dropped to his knees, his breathing labored and his palms seeming to be the only thing keeping him from falling completely over.
 
   Without hesitation, Chris ran to his side. “Carlos! Why would you…” she asked, her words trailing off as she wrapped an arm around him, trying to soothe him.
 
   I began to feel strange…foggy. Is it his exhaustion? Anticipation?
 
   “They’re going to be looking for the source of that, now,” Harper said.
 
   I glanced around at the others. “What do we do?” I was growing dizzy, and I blinked the sensation away. A splitting pain shot through my mind, and I stumbled forward.
 
   Jake caught me by the arm and pulled me against him. “Are you alright?”
 
   I nodded, squeezing his hand in reassurance before pointing to a willow tree a few yards away. “I think Carlos’s emotions are getting to me. I just need to sit down for a minute.”
 
   Although I felt his apprehension, Jake helped me over to the tree, easing me down to sit at its base. “I’ll be fine,” I said, leaning my head back against the trunk, trying to breathe away the dense fog creeping into my mind.
 
   “Zoe!” Harper called from over near Carlos. “Bring me the med-kit from my saddle bag.”
 
   When I tried to stand, Jake’s arm eased me back against the tree. “I’ll get it.” I could feel his concern and conceded.
 
   Jake jogged toward the horses, who were drinking out of the pond.
 
   “Zoe.” In my muddled mind, I thought I heard Dani’s soft, frightened voice. “Zoe.”
 
   I tensed. It is her.
 
   The voice wasn’t in my head, though, like her normal telepathic communications, but echoing all around me. I couldn’t hear the others, my mind too fuzzy to concentrate on anything other than Dani’s voice.
 
   “Dani?” I whispered.
 
   “Zoe!” I heard the acute panic in her tone. “Where are you, Zoe? I need your help…please!”
 
   Oh my God, Dani! I rose unsteadily to my feet as I looked for her in the darkness—running toward me, sending me a signal, something…anything. I squinted, trying to see her, as my heart raced.
 
   “Come find me, Zoe!” With her words, an image of Dani hiding in a copse of trees at the border of the Colony came to mind, and I knew where to find her.
 
   I turned to call for the others, who were all huddled around Carlos. Can’t they hear her? But before I could call to them, I was distracted by Dani’s urgency and fear. It felt like I was the one hiding, scared and alone. I needed to get to the trees. I needed to help her.
 
   Without a second thought, I ran straight for the Colony…toward Dani.
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   Our crazed dash from the communications building to the golf course was the longest mile I’d ever run. It was as though the laws of physics chose that moment to rearrange, expanding distance and slowing time; the distance was endless, the time it took to cross it, eternal.
 
   Exhaustion clawed at my hamstrings and quadriceps while pain-induced adrenaline raged through my body, keeping me from collapsing into a trembling, twitching pile of limbs. My heart pounded, warring with my lungs for space, and my vision narrowed to a dark tunnel seeming to accent my route with silver and red starlight.
 
   Swollen and bruised, my face slowly stopped aching. The shards of pain shooting up my arm dulled, and my feet turned leaden. They belonged to someone else, someone who had the will to keep moving…fleeing…surviving.
 
   We were getting closer to the south end of the Colony, closer to the golf course and my friends and safety…so close.
 
   Two men dressed in brown long underwear and wearing yellow armbands sprinted directly across our path only a few yards ahead. Three more people—Re-gens, based on the scrubs they were wearing—followed them, close on their heels.
 
   “What—” I gasped and stumbled.
 
   Gabe’s arm latched around my waist, gripping so tightly that it was almost painful. Or, it would’ve been painful if I’d been able to feel a single thing in my body. I could use my limbs, clumsily, but they didn’t follow my brain’s commands well enough to keep me moving ahead. If it hadn’t been for Gabe, I would’ve been on the ground.
 
   “Doesn’t matter,” Gabe grated hoarsely as he dragged me along beside him. “If they’re not after us, we just ignore them and keep going.”
 
   “But…who—why—what’s going on?” I managed to ask between several short breaths.
 
   “The Re-gens rebelled. Becca had a vision of Herodson ordering and carrying out their mass-execution…and told them about it. There are enough of them to give Herodson’s forces a good fight.”
 
   I was shocked, or as surprised as I could’ve been on the verge of passing out from exhaustion. A Re-gen rebellion on the night of our escape was an eerie coincidence. “Good…for them,” I breathed. And then for minutes, or maybe hours, all I did was run.
 
   With the power down, passing through the usually electrified chain-link fence surrounding the Colony and into the overgrown golf course was easy enough. Camille was able to multitask with her Ability enough to tear a man-sized hole in the fence, allowing the five of us passage, and surprisingly, the border patrol guards were absent. They must have been called away from the fences to help squash the rebellion. It was weirdly convenient, but I wasn’t about to complain.
 
   Suddenly, shouting surrounded me, a chaotic miasma of sound that sent my head spinning. I couldn’t make sense of it.
 
   “Hurry!”
 
   “Get to the horses! They’re here…”
 
   “Dani? Holy fuck, what—?”
 
   “Help her! Please!”
 
   “What’s wrong with her? Let me see…”
 
   I scanned the darkness ahead of me, but all I could see were shadows. There were too many voices, too much confusion. I couldn’t tell who was saying what.
 
   “We need to go—now!”
 
   “No! We find Zoe first!”
 
   “What’s she doing here?”
 
   “Becca? How did you—”
 
   Hands jerked me away from Gabe’s supportive hold, jarring my broken arm. The new hands shook as they traveled over my face and clothes, searching.
 
   “Can you ride?” Belatedly, I realized the question had come from Jason. It was his hands that examined me, tender and trembling.
 
   “Her arm’s broken, and she almost dropped on the way here. I’d guess she’s on the verge of passing out.”
 
   That’s Gabe, I realized. No matter how hard I focused, coherent thought slipped further away.
 
   “Uh, guys? This one’s not looking so good.”
 
   “What are you talk—” Jason started to snap, but his words cut off as my knees gave out. He eased me to the ground, cradling me against his body. “Dani.” If he said anything more, I didn’t hear it.
 
   There was only silence…and darkness.
 
    
 
   ~~~~~
 
    
 
   In the past four months, I’d lost consciousness more than I had in the previous twenty-six years of my life—knocked out, drugged, or fainted. It was getting old.
 
   “Dani?” Jason whispered softly, his warm breath brushing my face. I wasn’t surprised to find his eyes inches from mine, sapphire turned midnight-blue in the dark of night. They held so much emotion, so much fear and elation. Too much. They swallowed me, becoming my whole world.
 
   Heart soaring, I raised my left hand to his face. Before I reached him, before I moved my arm a scant inch, pain enveloped me, and I whimpered. But I didn’t look away from his beautiful eyes.
 
   “It’s okay,” he murmured as he brushed a sweaty curl out of my face. “We’ll get you fixed up as soon as we get somewhere safe. No one else is going to hurt you. I’ve got you now.” Feather-light, he pressed his lips against mine.
 
   Someone else licked my cheek. Not someone…Jack!
 
   “Help me up?” I asked, pushing off the overgrown grass with my good hand. Beside me, my dog wagged his tail excitedly.
 
   Jason’s arms were gentle as he raised me to a sitting position and ran a hand up and down my spine. I maneuvered my feet under me, and carefully rose first to my knees, then my feet. I wasn’t standing for long.
 
   “Oh my God! Camille!” I wailed.
 
   Chris, Gabe, Harper, and Mase were kneeling around Camille, her body stretched out on the grass. I stumbled the several yards separating us and fell to the ground beside Mase, who was holding her head on his lap. Silvery moonlight made her paler than usual. She looked almost dead.
 
   “Is she okay?” I asked.
 
   Shocking the hell out of me, Camille’s eyes snapped open and focused on mine. “Dani,” she breathed. Dark, thick blood streamed from her nose, staining her lips and teeth a ghastly crimson. “Come closer.” Her voice was thin, strained.
 
   I did as she asked, leaning in so all she had to do was whisper. Dread solidified in my stomach when I noticed that her nose wasn’t the only thing bleeding. Less intensely, but no less frightening, blood leaked from her ears as well. Does that mean her brain is bleeding…like Frank’s?
 
   “I had to let go. I’m sorry.” She took a deep breath and squeezed her eyes shut.
 
   “Let go? It’s fine, Camille.” I hadn’t noticed the tears leaking from my eyes until a sob bubbled up from my chest. “We did it…we made it out. We’re gonna be okay…you’re gonna be okay.”
 
   She smiled, and her gaze shifted to the man stroking her dark hair with intimate delicacy. “Giant?”
 
   “Yeah?” Mase’s voice was hoarse.
 
   “I have to tell you something…come here.”
 
   Mase leaned over her, turning his ear to her lips. I could see her jaw moving, but her words were too faint to hear. Mase’s eyebrows drew down, and he frowned as she spoke, but when she was done, his face hardened with resolve. He nodded and pulled away.
 
   Camille’s eyes didn’t leave him as she mouthed, “I love—” Abruptly they rolled back into her skull, and her mouth formed a small “O.” Her body starting jerking violently.
 
   “Hold her down!” Harper exclaimed, securing her legs. “She’s seizing!”
 
   Someone nudged me out of the way with careful forcefulness. Jason, I realized as I scooted off to the side, only to have Carlos crouch down and wrap a sturdy arm around me. Huddling together, we watched as Jason helped Gabe restrain Camille’s shoulders while Chris sat astride her, holding down her midsection, and Mase cradled her head. I’d never felt so useless.
 
   Almost as suddenly as they started, the tremors ceased. Camille was absolutely motionless. The others froze in place, seeming to hold their breath.
 
   “Is she…breathing?” I choked out. Shock had interrupted my tears, but the sorrow swelled anew in my chest. I did this…this is my fault…I asked her to…it’s my fault…
 
   “No pulse,” Harper said. He’d reached up to her wrist, though I hadn’t noticed him move.
 
   “Camille?” Mase sobbed, bending over her head. “Camille!”
 
   Chris shoved Jason’s shoulder and shouted, “Move him! We have to open her airway!”
 
   Jason met Gabe’s eyes and nodded once in Mase’s direction. They moved behind the Re-gen, crouching to drag him back several feet. He dragged Camille with him.
 
   “You have to let go, Mase, or they can’t help her!” I cried. His eyes met mine, pleading, and I crawled closer. “Let go, Mase, please. Let go.”
 
   After a breath—a lifetime—he did. Jason and Gabe tugged him backward, and Chris rose up on her knees, lifted Camille’s neck so her head tilted back, and swept a finger into her mouth, making sure her airway was clear. Locking her hands together, Chris placed them on Camille’s chest and glanced back at Harper. “I’ll do the chest compressions, you do the breaths?”
 
   Harper nodded and crawled around Camille’s body until he was kneeling by her head.
 
   “Now,” she said, then waited for him to act as Camille’s lungs before resuming compressions.
 
   Three times they went through the cycle with no change. Three times Chris barked, “Now,” and three times we all watched as Harper touched his mouth to Camille’s, offering her his breath. On the beginning of the fourth cycle, a strange, cackling sound rang out above us, breaking through the repetitive sounds of CPR.
 
   “Kak-kak-kak. Kak-kak-kak.”
 
   I stared up into the starlit sky, searching for the source of the sound. A shape, white against the darkness, swooped down. It glided past, barely a few yards from my head, and repeated, “Kak-kak-kak. Kak-kak-kak.”
 
   “One of yours?” Jason asked, catching my eye. “It’s been following us since early this morning.”
 
   Understanding almost brought a smile to my face. “Ray!” Before I could reach out to the gleaming falcon with my mind, before I could even find out if my Ability worked, gunshots cracked in the not-too-far-off distance in the same direction Ray had come from. Is she warning us?
 
   An instant later, two people coalesced in the moon shadows between the trees separating our current stretch of grass from that of another hole.
 
   “Chris! Harper!” Jason hissed in warning as he rose to his feet. “Jake and Sanchez are returning. Sanchez says there’s no sign of her. You’ve got until they reach us to bring the girl back or call it.” He paused to study the two people sprinting toward us. “I’d say you’ve got thirty seconds, max.”
 
   I glanced around at my companions and then back out at the approaching runners, realizing Zoe was nowhere in sight. “Where’s Zoe?” I asked, gut clenching.
 
   Jason’s jaw tensed, but he did answer. “We don’t know.” It wasn’t much of an answer. “Can you ride?” Jason asked Mase, tossing him a pistol.
 
   Mase caught the gun and shrugged.
 
   “What do you mean? You don’t know where she is?” I shrieked. I shot a look at Chris, who was pumping Camille’s chest with renewed fervor. C’mon, Camille, breathe! “Zo came with you guys, right?”
 
   “She wandered off. Now we can’t find her.” Suddenly, Jason’s night-darkened eyes pinned me in place. “Can you feel her?”
 
   I opened myself up to my telepathy—or tried to—but I couldn’t reach it. “I can’t…I can’t feel anyone. Oh God, Zo!” I started to wring my hands but winced at the sharp stab of pain the motion caused. “Burnout. My telepathy’s not working at all,” I whispered, terrified. “We have to keep looking for her! We can’t just leave her!” Zoe…gone. Camille…dead. And why? So I can be with my friends again? My life’s not worth theirs! How could I be so selfish? How could I let them risk themselves for me? How could I—
 
   A gasp, soft and stuttering, broke my mental flogging. Wide-eyed, I spun to stare at the trio of people still sitting in a cluster on the overgrown grass around Camille…who was alive.
 
   Camille isn’t dead!
 
   Chris was hanging her head, and Harper was running his fingers through his hair.
 
   An encore of gunshots from multiple directions shattered the anxious tableau. Jake and Sanchez reached us seconds later, Sanchez calling out, “We’ve got to move, now!”
 
   Pain, exhaustion, shock, and fear immobilized me while the others moved around me. I should have been doing something, I knew, but I just…couldn’t. “But, Zo…”
 
   Again, gunshots cracked through the night, dangerously close. Hands were on my hips, lifting me, and instead of standing in the untrimmed grass, I was sitting in a saddle. Wings’s saddle. She nickered softly and looked back at me, nodding her head in greeting.
 
   “Are you fine to ride?” Jason asked from the ground. I nodded dumbly, watching as he mounted his chestnut gelding and turned him in a prancing circle. “Follow me,” he called softly and kicked his horse into motion.
 
   Glancing around at my companions, I noted that everyone had a mount, with Camille riding in front of Carlos. She was seated across his lap, unconscious but alive. I spurred Wings into motion and rode away from the Colony…from hell.
 
   Without Zoe.
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   I was standing—no, I was on my knees. They were damp, I was cold, and my body felt lethargic. My mind was a jumbled mess of partially coherent thoughts and pain…a searing pain centered in my brain and radiating to the base of my skull. I tried to open my eyes, but I couldn’t, and uneasiness replaced my grogginess.
 
   Where am I? 
 
   I heard the rustling of leaves and felt a slight breeze on my cheeks. I’m outside. I heard the leaves again. Footsteps?
 
   When the sound stopped, I could feel the warmth of someone near me. My fingers twitched at my sides, yet I couldn’t lift my hands or ball up my fists. Why can’t I move?
 
   I vaguely recalled trying to help someone, hurrying to get somewhere to help… “Dani,” I squeaked.
 
   It felt like I was teetering on the edge of something, about to plummet into a void. Yes, it was a fissure between something full and chaotic and something foreign and desolate. There were memories and images in it, muddled with blackness.
 
   “Dani,” I breathed again as an emptiness swelled inside me. I felt like my soul was being sucked from my body.
 
   “Guess again,” a familiar, sickly saccharine voice cooed near my ear.
 
   Clara.
 
   Hysteria crept over me. “Jake,” I whispered. I wished he was nearby, but I knew he wasn’t. What have I done? The muscles in my arms and legs clenched, and all I wanted to do was sleep…and cry. What’s happening to me? The voice…the images…she implanted them. She manipulated my mind…just like she did with Tanya. A whimper escaped from my throat.
 
   The pain in my head worsened, and the hot tears that rolled down my cheeks felt like liquid fire against my cold skin. “Clara…please,” I whispered, begging for relief from the surmounting pain.
 
   “I don’t think so, Zoe,” she said, and I could hear the smile on her lips. “I finally have you all to myself.” She began humming.
 
   I felt more tears spill down my cheeks, followed by a dull pulse of sadness and fear. But why am I sad? I suddenly couldn’t remember. Chilled fingertips brushed my temples tenderly, and I couldn’t recall why I’d been scared in the first place. Why am I crying? My clenched jaw relaxed, and an emptiness trickled into my mind. As the soft, angelic humming continued lulling me into a rolling wave of sleep, I felt lighter…than what? Lighter than I’d felt a moment before, I was sure. I didn’t know why, and I didn’t care. Sleep was all I wanted.
 
   A woman’s cold, hard tone pulled me back from the precipice of darkness. “What the hell are you doing?”
 
   Growing panic filled the void inside me. I strained to open my eyes, but it was pointless.
 
   The gentle hum ceased. “Dr. Wesley? How did you—”
 
   “What are you doing?” the new woman—Dr. Wesley—enunciated evenly. “You’re supposed to be in the interrogation room, working on the T-R candidate. I don’t recall the General giving you leave.”
 
   “I…” The other woman sounded nervous as she struggled to find the words.
 
   Slowly, my eyelids began to peel open. I could just make out the blur of the two women’s outlines. The one who was standing further away was wearing a white lab coat. That must be Dr. Wesley. The other woman was standing beside me, dressed in something so dark she seemed almost hidden in the shadows.
 
   “Get away from her,” the doctor ordered, her eyes narrowing on the petite blonde before veering to me with what looked like concern.
 
   Do I know these women? I thought I should, but the more I tried to recall them, the more severe the shooting pain in my head became. My hands flew to my temples, and I doubled over in pain.
 
   The blonde turned to me, her sharp inhale audible even through my own cringing and gasping.
 
   “How are you doing that, Zoe?” She bent down to me, twined her fingers around my braided hair, and yanked my head back. Why is she doing this? Why is she hurting me? “How are you fighting my Ability? I swear to fucking God, if you—”
 
   “Get your hands off her!” Dr. Wesley demanded.
 
   “You!” the blonde woman screamed. “You don’t get to tell me what to do. I don’t care who you are. She’s mine!”
 
   “I’m warning you, Clara. Get your fucking hands off my daughter or I’ll—”
 
   Her daughter? Me? My eyes landed on the doctor in time to see her swing a large, gnarled branch at the blonde’s—Clara’s—head.
 
   When Clara fell to the ground, the invisible fingers digging into my brain retreated completely and the remnants of fog in my head dissipated. Although shaken, my mind felt amazingly clear.
 
   “Zoe, are you okay?” Dr. Wesley crouched down beside me, her fingers tentatively reaching for my face and her eyes filled with an emotion I didn’t understand.
 
   She’s my mom? Rubbing the back of my scalp, I nodded, wondering how the hell I’d gotten myself in my current situation to begin with. What is the situation?
 
   Out of nowhere, a fist-sized rock grazed the side of the doctor’s head, making her stumble to the ground.
 
   “Your daughter?” Clara laughed demonically from beside a tree trunk. She dry-washed her hands and sighed. “Interesting. And how did you know I was out here? I know the General rarely lets you off your leash.”
 
   The doctor rubbed the side of her head, momentarily stunned, and I tried to stand.
 
   Clara’s interest shifted to me. “And what did you do? Why isn’t my Ability working anymore!” she screamed in frustration. “What the hell is going on!”
 
   “RV-one,” the doctor grunted with what appeared to be a smirk on her face as she staggered to her feet. “RV-one told me where you’d be; she wanted me to protect Zoe.”
 
   “Why would she care about Zoe?”
 
   “Well, I suppose that has to do with who her brother is. She said you might find his identity interesting.”
 
   Sneering, Clara crossed her arms and rolled her eyes. “I can barely contain my curiosity,” she said snidely. “Please, Dr. Wesley, tell me. Who is her brother?”
 
   “His name is Jake.”
 
   I watched the color drain from Clara’s face. RV-one? Jake? My heart was thundering in my chest. Why can’t I remember anything?
 
   “Jake?” The shrill pitch in Clara’s voice was gone, replaced with astonishment.
 
   Taking advantage of Clara’s momentary surprise, the doctor rounded on her, backhanding her across the face and sending Clara sprawling to the ground. As the doctor reached for the branch again, Clara grabbed on to the tail of her lab coat and yanked her down to the ground beside her.
 
   Clara did this to me. Whatever’s wrong with me, she did it. Dr. Wesley tried to save me. She called me her daughter. Before I realized what I was doing, I picked up the branch the doctor had been reaching for and swung it at Clara’s head with all my might.
 
   Clara’s body went limp as she fell to the ground, but she’d done that once before and gotten right back up again. My body trembled with a surprising surge of adrenaline, and I hit her in the head again.
 
   Dr. Wesley motioned for me to stop and crouched down to check Clara’s neck for a pulse. “She’s dead.” When she stood, her eyes were on me and filled with sorrow.
 
   Why is she sad? Shouldn’t she be relieved? Happy, even?
 
   “Thank you,” she said quietly, tucking a loose strand of hair behind her ear.
 
   I nodded, still shaking. “Thank you.” I brought my hands up to my face to study them. “I’m—I’m not sure what would’ve happened if you hadn’t shown up.” I looked down at Clara. “I don’t even know who she is or what she was doing to me.” Panic began to resurface as the adrenaline running through my veins reduced to a simmer. “I don’t—I don’t even know who I am. I don’t—”
 
   The doctor idly stroked the edge of a rolled up manila envelope that stuck out of her coat pocket before she took a hesitant step closer to me, her own chest still heaving. A million unspoken thoughts seemed to dance in her eyes.
 
   “I don’t understand why I can’t remember anything. Where am I? What—”
 
   “Shhh,” the doctor murmured, and her warm, trembling hand cupped the side of my face. “They’ll find you. You’ll be safe.” She stroked my cheek with welcomed affection, and I wondered if we should hug, especially if she was, in fact, my mother. But I was glad we didn’t. It didn’t feel right to hug a complete stranger.
 
   The doctor blinked, and a few tears escaped from the corners of her bright blue eyes. “I’m sorry I didn’t get here fast enough. I couldn’t get away from—I’m so sorry, Zoe.”
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   Camille’s tiny, fragile hand was limp in Mase’s grasp. He was kneeling on the carpet at the side of the bed where Camille lay, watching her. Like her hand, the rest of her was limp. Mase studied Camille’s angelic face, looking for any sign that she was still in there. But she didn’t twitch, didn’t moan, didn’t sigh; she just lay there, still as the dead.
 
   Camille had been dead, but she wasn’t anymore. Because of Chris and Harper. It was a debt Mase wouldn’t soon forget, and it wasn’t the only one. The man named Jason had guided them all to an enormous house on the outskirts of a settlement—a city, Mase remembered from his lessons—that dwarfed the Colony. They had yet to reach the wild lands Dani had spoken of, the lands untouched by man’s structures. Mase wondered what it would be like, and he feared he wouldn’t be able to take care of Camille in such an unpredictable place.
 
   “Trust her. You must promise me, Giant. You will listen to her and trust her.”
 
   Mase didn’t understand the words Camille had whispered to him before she’d had her seizure. She already knew Mase trusted Dani and that he would listen to her. It didn’t make sense to him.
 
   He heard quiet footsteps and looked up to see RV-01 enter the bedroom. She stopped on the other side of the bed, hesitating for a few seconds before gingerly sitting on the edge.
 
   “Will she make it?” Mase asked, surprised by the hoarseness in his voice. “Will she come back to me?” RV-01 had been the most powerful of Father’s seers. If anyone knew Camille’s fate, it was her.
 
   RV-01 studied Camille for several long minutes before finally meeting Mase’s eyes. “She will. But she will not be exactly as you know her. She will be both what she was before and what she has become. And she will be neither.”
 
   Mase shook his head and stroked his thumb across the back of Camille’s hand. “I don’t understand.”
 
   “You will.”
 
   “RV-one—”
 
   “Please, call me Becca.”
 
   Mase felt himself frowning. RV-01—Becca—had been made into a Re-gen before either him or Camille, and to his eyes, she’d always acted like a model Re-gen. She’d never shown any signs of the differences he and Camille displayed. Was she changing? Would she start having the memory-dreams too? Was she reverting back to who she once was?
 
   “Becca,” Mase said, enjoying the rebellious feel of using a normal’s name for another Re-gen. “Why did you leave with us?”
 
   “I started the rebellion. I could not stay.”
 
   “What?” Mase asked, sounding as shocked as he felt.
 
   “It had to be,” she answered. “Our options were Re-gen rebellion or death to us all. We’d shown ourselves to no longer be suitably reliable to Father. Since he cannot control us with his Ability, losing his conditioned control meant we had to be eliminated. He would have replaced us with T-Rs in time.”
 
   “Will any of our brothers and sisters survive?”
 
   Becca shrugged, averting her gaze. “Time does not share all of its secrets with me.”
 
   Mase was pretty sure that meant she didn’t know. But…what if she was lying? What if she was really there to track Mase, Dani, and the other rebels for Father? Mase felt a sudden pang of fear and reached across the bed to capture Becca’s neck. “How do I know you’re telling the truth? You’re his favorite. How do I know you’re not here on his orders?”
 
   “I…told…Camille…how…to…escape…the…interrogation…room…before,” she managed to gasp.
 
   Mase relaxed his grip, and Becca collapsed over Camille.
 
   “Trust her. You must promise me, Giant. You will listen to her and trust her.” Mase wondered if it was possible that Camille had been talking about Becca, not Dani. “Dani’s friend is missing. Do you know where she is?” Mase asked, testing Becca’s loyalty.
 
   Before Becca could answer, there was muffled shouting and a loud crash from somewhere else in the house. It sounded like it had come from downstairs.
 
   Becca sprang up from the bed and sped out of the room, and Mase followed close behind her. It didn’t take them long to find the source of the commotion. Side by side, they froze on the bottom stair.
 
   Jason had Dr. McLaughlin pinned against the front door a few yards beyond the foot of the stairs. Jake, a man Mase hadn’t heard speak a single word since they’d arrived at the house, was trying to pull Jason off the doctor before he could strangle him to death. Jake wasn’t being very successful.
 
   “Mase!” Dani called from a doorway to another room. “Please, help Jake!” It was all she said before stepping into the battle zone.
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   “Mase! Please, help Jake!” I called, never taking my eyes from the terrifying scene playing out in the entryway. I rushed over to the brawling men, glass from a broken mirror crunching under my boots.
 
   Luckily, Mase didn’t hesitate in following my request. Together, he and Jake pulled Jason off Gabe and held him back by the arms and shoulders. Jason was struggling and glaring at Gabe, but I thought I spotted a self-satisfied glint in his eyes.
 
   Gabe’s back was against the front door, and he appeared remarkably unscathed aside from the ring of raw, red skin circling his neck. I wondered if he’d said or done something to goad Jason, though I didn’t think it was strictly necessary; Jason was, well, Jason. He was also stronger and fifty times the fighter. Gabe didn’t stand a chance against him—ever.
 
   I stalked to Jason and hissed, “What the hell are you doing? Zoe’s out there, somewhere, and you’re wasting time picking fights?” I wanted to scream at him, to hit him, to do something to relieve my mounting anxiety.
 
   Jason’s eyes were filled with heat as he glared at me, and not the good kind. “He almost got you killed,” he ground out through clenched teeth. His saliva was tinged pink. Maybe Gabe’s not as helpless as I thought…
 
   I stepped closer until I had to tilt my head back to look him in the eyes. I returned his glare. “He also saved my life…several times.”
 
   The bandage crossing Jason’s face bunched along with his features as his eyes traced every visible bruise and cut marring my skin. Finally, he lowered his eyes, and I watched the tension leave him.
 
   “Please let him go,” I told Mase and Jake. When they did, reluctantly, I reached for Jason’s hand and led him to the stairs.
 
   “Jake, I—” Gabe started to say, but his words cut off with a loud smack, followed by a thunk.
 
   Jason and I spun mid-step. I wasn’t surprised by what I saw. Not much surprised me anymore. Gabe’s back was still against the door, but he was no longer standing. He was slumped on the floor, his head lolling forward. A few feet away stood Jake, shaking out his hand and scowling.
 
   Ignoring the drama, Jason and I turned and resumed our walk up the stairs. Only once we were enclosed in an unoccupied bedroom did either of us speak.
 
   “Dani, I—” Jason said as he strode away from me, toward a wide window. He looked out at sprawling grounds, the scattered lodgepole pines and vast expanse of scraggly grass covering the rugged landscape. The house was on a big enough lot at the western edge of Colorado Springs, about ten miles west of the Colony, and deep enough in the foothills of the Rockies that we were fairly well hidden from prying eyes, at least for a little while. I just hoped we would be safe long enough to find Zoe and finally get the hell away from the Colony.
 
   “Don’t apologize, please.” I sat on the bed, sinking into the fluffy down comforter. An elaborately carved dresser and matching nightstand fashioned from some dark wood were the only other pieces of furniture in the room. Sitting on the foot of the bed, I stared at the dresser. “He did deserve to be knocked around a bit, but…he doesn’t deserve to die.”
 
   For a long time, Jason said nothing. He just held a floral brocade curtain out of the way and stared out the window. “He has feelings for you.”
 
   “Sanchez has feelings for you,” I countered. It had been a guess, but from the way his head hung as soon as I said it, I knew I’d guessed right.
 
   Jason turned to face me, his eyes burning with hatred, but not for me. “He fucking took you away from me.”
 
   “Yes,” I said, standing. With a sigh, I joined him at the window. “But I didn’t choose to go with him, and I came back to you.”
 
   Raising his hand to my face, Jason almost touched me. His fingertips hovered millimeters from the bruised, swollen flesh of my cheek. I hadn’t had the courage to look in a mirror yet, but I knew it was bad, if only from the way everyone winced when they looked at me.
 
   “The man who did this will die,” he promised softly.
 
   I smiled, and promptly winced at the dull ache. Harper had given me some pain meds, but they didn’t mask it completely. “It was a woman, actually—Clara. The same one who poisoned Zoe. She’s the one they use to wipe memories, to make T-Rs,” I told him, knowing he would recall the information I’d passed on early the previous morning.
 
   Jason’s gaze sharpened, his calculating intelligence showing through. “Are there others like her?”
 
   “I think so.”
 
   “Is she still alive?”
 
   I nodded and was suddenly sick of thinking about Clara, General Herodson, and the Colony. I was beyond frustrated that I couldn’t use my Ability to search for Zoe, I pretty much hated myself for the role my escape played in her disappearance and Camille’s comatose state, and I was on the verge of diving into an endless ocean of hysteria. I needed a distraction. I’d been away from Jason for a week, and for a few stolen moments, I could allow myself to focus only on him.
 
   “Take it off?” I asked, brushing the edge of his bandage where it reached his jawline. I’d known about the injury, but I hadn’t expected the dressing to be so large. The bandage crossed his face, covering an inch-wide strip from hairline to jaw. How bad is it? He and Zoe had definitely played it down. I needed to see how seriously he’d been injured.
 
   He flinched, turning away so I only saw the unmarred side of his face and the corner of the gauze and tape on his forehead. Does he think I’ll be disgusted? I shook my head. He can be such an idiot sometimes.
 
   “Come on,” I said, reaching up to trace my nails along his neck. Goose bumps rose beneath my fingertips. “I showed you mine”—I pointed to my battered face and kept my words light, flirty—“so you have to show me yours.”
 
   The hint of a dimple shadowed his cheek, and Jason murmured, “Tease.”
 
   “Only for a little while. Once I’m healed enough…”
 
   The full dimple made an appearance as Jason’s delicious, sultry grin curved up one side of his lips. When he met my gaze, his eyes were again filled with heat—this time, the good kind.
 
   I took his mood change as assent and again raised my hand to his face, tracing the bottom outline of the bandage. I hadn’t known undressing a wound could be sensual, but the heat in his eyes flared. As I slowly peeled the bandage away, the heat dampened, turning to worry. My eyes flicked to Jason’s periodically, letting him see the concern and affection I felt for him.
 
   Finally, I reached his hairline and uncovered the last of his wound. I set the tape and gauze on the windowsill and studied his face, committing the changes to memory. His face, however it looked, was the one I loved.
 
   Raising my fingers to his forehead, I hesitated before touching him. “Does it hurt?”
 
   He shrugged, never looking away from me. Lightly, I touched my fingertips to the skin above the top of the wound and began tracing around the edges. It was red and a little puffy, and the stitches had yet to be removed.
 
   Jason’s breath caught.
 
   I jerked my fingers away. “Did that hurt? Did I hurt you?”
 
   “No.” His voice was rough and deeper than usual. “It’s just a little sensitive.” He reached for my hand and raised it back up to his forehead. “Please, keep going,” he said, and I saw in his eyes that he needed me to do it, to show him that his altered appearance didn’t disgust me.
 
   I started where I had before, just above the place where the red, angry gash began about halfway between his right eyebrow and hairline. Using my fingertips, I traced the skin around it as lightly as possible as it angled toward his nose, turned back to slash over his eyebrow, just barely missing the inner corner of his eye, and cut down his cheek, from cheekbone to jaw, almost touching the edge of his mouth.
 
   Standing on tiptoes, I brushed my lips against his in a gentle, wordless claiming. Jason didn’t deepen the kiss, didn’t pick me up and ravish me against a wall, but he did smile. His lips curved against mine.
 
   “Red…” he breathed. 
 
   Dropping my heels back to the floor, I sighed. “Lay down with me?” I moved to the bed and scooted into the center, waiting.
 
   Jason joined me instantly, lying on his back and letting me figure out what position was most comfortable for me to snuggle against him. When I finally settled on my back with my head resting on his outstretched arm, he turned his head to the side and just watched me.
 
   I looked into his sapphire-blue eyes…so much like Zo’s eyes.
 
   “You’re thinking about her, about Zoe, aren’t you?”
 
   My mouth fell open. “How’d you know?” I narrowed my eyes. “You haven’t developed some new mind-reading Ability, have you?” I was only half joking. The results of such a development could be disastrous. If he finds out about his mom…
 
   A soft chuckle escaped from his throat. “No, but I can read your face.” He frowned, and again, almost touched the side Clara had beaten. “Even like this,” he added quietly.
 
   “Oh.” I studied his expression, trying to read him. “I just wish my stupid telepathy was working. I wish I could find her.” I took a deep breath, holding back tears. “It’s just so unfair. Everything is so ridiculously unfair.”
 
   “I know,” Jason said, bending down to press the gentlest of kisses against my forehead. “Sanchez will keep searching for her. She’s not as good as you with the telepathic radar thing, but…” He frowned, the expression pulling on the lower portion of his wound. “She’s better than nothing.”
 
   “I know,” I said, offering him a small smile.
 
   “Rest now, Red. Wearing yourself out won’t do Zoe any good.”
 
   I sighed and closed my eyes. “I missed you.”
 
    
 
   ~~~~~
 
    
 
   I started awake, cringing as I jostled my broken forearm. Jason’s arm was still beneath my head, but he’d propped himself up partially with his other elbow and was staring at the bedroom door. Which someone was gently knocking on.
 
   “Jason? Wha—”
 
   “Shh…” he murmured, easing his arm out from under me. “I’ll take care of it.” He stood, stretched, and strode over to the door. “What?” he asked as he jerked the door open a few inches, irritation evident in his voice.
 
   I could hear Mase, but he was speaking too quietly for me to make out his words.
 
   “She’s resting,” Jason said.
 
   I sat up and groaned. “No, no, I’m up. What’s going on?”
 
   Looking over his shoulder at me, Jason said, “Mase says he needs to talk to you. Becca’s with him.”
 
   I ran the fingers of my good hand through my tangled curls and frowned. Yes, I was injured, but I didn’t need to be treated like I was made of glass. “Just let him in, Jason.”
 
   At least he didn’t argue.
 
   Mase entered the room first, Becca trailing right behind him. They both stopped at the foot of the bed, neither speaking.
 
   “Uh…so, what’s up?” I asked, feeling awkward.
 
   Mase nudged the other Re-gen, who was staring at me with a curious smile. For several long seconds, nobody said anything. And then Becca opened her mouth.
 
   “I had a vision. I saw where Zoe is. It is not far from here.”
 
   “Wait—what?” I asked, scooting to the edge of the bed as quickly as I could. Which wasn’t very quickly.
 
   “Why didn’t you just tell me that to begin with?” Jason snapped. Even as irritated as he was, he still hurried to the side of the bed to help me to my feet.
 
   “Is she okay?” I asked before they could respond to him.
 
   “She is somewhat changed, but she is unharmed,” Becca said.
 
   “What do you mean, changed?” Jason’s voice dropped in temperature to well below freezing.
 
   “Her memory has been wiped. She has no idea who she is, and you will definitely be strangers to her.”
 
   “Oh my God…” But I managed to stop myself from freaking out completely. I couldn’t afford to lose it—not right now. Finding her, making sure she was safe and sound, and getting the hell away from the Colony was all that mattered. I took a deep breath. “We need to go get her—”
 
   With barely a glance at me, Jason turned away.
 
   I squeezed his arm, holding him in place. “Wait. I think it should just be me who goes to get her…with Chris and Sanchez. You boys can, you know, hold down the fort.”
 
   “No.”
 
   Damn, he can be so stubborn! I gritted my teeth. “She’s more likely to be afraid of you or Jake. You’re big, scary men who she doesn’t know…not anymore. I mean, c’mon Jason, we don’t want to traumatize her more than she already has been.”
 
   “She’ll get over it. I know my sister.”
 
   “But that’s just it—” I was nearly shouting in exasperation. “If what Becca says is true, she’s not our Zo anymore!”
 
   Jason shook his head. “She may not remember who she is, but she’s still my sister. Deep down, she’ll still be Zoe.” I wanted to believe him, to agree with him, but even his own statement held a hint of uncertainty.
 
   I glanced at the Re-gens, then back at Jason. “You don’t know that,” I said, my voice small.
 
   Turning back to me and leaning down, Jason pressed his lips against mine. “C’mon. Let’s go get her.” He snagged my hand and led me to the door, Mase and Becca close on our heels.
 
   “Jason, I still don’t think—”
 
   “I know,” he said over his shoulder. We were in the upstairs hallway, heading for the stairs to the ground level. “But we’re all going.”
 
    
 
   ~~~~~
 
    
 
   Single file, we led our horses through a gate in the fence wrapping around the back of the house Becca led us to. Sanchez and Harper stayed out front with their new companions, Tavis and Sam, keeping watch, while Mase—holding Camille—Gabe, Becca, and Carlos settled themselves in the backyard with the animals. Jack came into the house with me, along with Jason, Chris, Jake, and Cooper. I led the way, Jack at my side and Chris and Cooper right behind us. The ladies and dogs were taking point on Operation: Rescue Zoe. At least I’d won that battle.
 
   We entered the house through a sliding glass door leading from the back patio.
 
   “Zo?” I called out. To my right was a carpeted, slightly shabby living room, and to my left was an open, outdated kitchen. The house was single-story, with maybe two or three bedrooms. I didn’t think we’d have to search for long.
 
   As we entered the second bedroom down the hallway beyond the living room, Cooper and Jack wagged their tails and barked. They trotted side by side to the giant mirror on the sliding closet door and whined.
 
   “Good boys,” I said, following them into the room. I scratched first Jack’s scruff, then Cooper’s, and gave them the hand signal to lay down—an open hand, palm down—partially out of habit and partially out of necessity. My Ability was still burned out, which meant I had to rely on good old-fashioned hand signals.
 
   I glanced over my shoulder, meeting Jason’s eyes. He was standing just inside the doorway, Jake blocking the opening beside him. “You’re nulling her, right? I don’t want her to, you know”—I waved my hands back and forth beside my ears, referring to Zoe’s Ability—“and get freaked out by what she sees or feels.”
 
   Jason simply nodded. Chris, on the other hand, stepped up beside me and whispered, “I’ll do what I can to calm her, but I’ve got to touch her first.”
 
   “Sounds like a plan. Okay, Zo,” I called softly through the mirror. “I’m going to open the door, so don’t be afraid. There’s another woman here with me, and a couple dogs, who’re real sweethearts.” I glanced at Chris and shrugged. “Ready?” I mouthed.
 
   She nodded, and I slowly slid the door open.
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   I sat on the hard, creaky bed, almost too scared to move. Why did Clara do that to me? What did she do? I set the manila envelope on the mattress beside me and stared down at my shaking hands. I was on the brink of tears, but didn’t know why. The tremors in my hands worsened as I tried to remember something…anything. Watching them tremble escalated the brewing storm of tears and unease. I did my best to will my hands to be still. I couldn’t think while I was so scared. But I was scared, and I didn’t understand why. Dr. Wesley told me that I’d be safe here, at least until my friends came for me. She saved me, I told myself. I can trust her…she says she’s my mom. It’s not like I have much of a choice…
 
   The sound of multiple voices and heavy footsteps startled me. Holding my breath, I listened. There were so many footsteps…too many.
 
   I jumped to my feet, frantically scanning the room for a place to hide. The footsteps were getting closer and the muffled voices louder. The closet was my only option. I panicked. Plunging into the darkness, I slid the door shut behind me, hiding my face in my knees and hoping the shadows would swallow me from sight.
 
   “Zo?” a woman said timidly. I heard hushed voices outside the closet door and an ear-piercing barking. My fear increased, my heart beating so loudly in my ears that I couldn’t concentrate on what the voices were saying.
 
   Before I could think what to do next, the closet door slid open. I glanced up at the people staring down at me, hoping to feel some sort of relief at seeing their familiar faces, but there was nothing about them I recognized. I know them? Something about their appalled expressions and their stillness made me think I did. I studied my hands again, not wanting to meet their expectant, scrutinizing eyes.
 
   These are my hands, I thought. They’re my hands, yet I feel like I’ve never seen them before. I balled my fists, clenching them as hard as I could, and dropped them to my sides. I let my fingernails jab into my palms. I needed the diversion of physical pain. I needed a distraction from the horrified, unfamiliar faces that were staring at me as I huddled in the closet, confused. They were waiting for something.
 
   “…Zoe,” the curly-haired woman with the bruised face said. She was speaking to me, and I struggled to process her words. She seemed sad…uncertain. Something about her fire-red hair seemed familiar, but a sharp pain shot through my skull as I tried to recall why. I winced and reached for the back of my head, trying to rub the pain away.
 
   “…name is Dani,” she continued, holding one of her hands out to me. Her other arm was in a sling, and I wondered how she’d injured herself.
 
   I glanced from the redhead’s hand back into her wide, green eyes. Her eyebrows were pulled together, and her chin quivered a little. She squatted there, blinking, waiting.
 
   Slowly, I reached for her hand, curiosity winning over any lingering reluctance. She clutched my fingers lightly in hers with a small smile and then let my hand go. When she released my hand, she nodded to the woman crouched beside her and said, “This is Chris.”
 
   Just like Dani had done, Chris held out her hand and waited for me to meet her halfway. I felt better—less afraid—as soon as my hand touched hers.
 
   “This is Cooper,” Dani said, interrupting my thoughts. She was petting the head of a large husky who was lying nearby. “And this”—Dani turned to the dog sitting beside her—“is Jack.” She held her hand out to him and he raised his paw, shaking her hand just like I had. I couldn’t help but smile. I pulled my hand from Chris’s and reached for Jack, but hesitated.
 
   My fear resurfaced, creating a knot in my stomach and forming a sudden lump in my throat. Chris touched my other hand, and I immediately felt better. I like her, I decided.
 
   “Let’s get you out of there, hmmm?” Dani said. “It smells like old people in there.” She wrinkled her nose. It was a cute expression, and I felt my smile grow a little. With the help of the two women, I crawled out of the closet on shaking legs and stood between them.
 
   The other dog—Cooper—was standing and wagging his tail excitedly.
 
   “Cooper,” I whispered happily and dropped both women’s hands to bend down and pet his furry head. I heard a collection of inhales, and the feel of eyes on me made me self-conscious. I straightened and scanned their faces.
 
   Dani’s mouth was gaping open. “Zo?”
 
   I felt my face scrunch, and I cocked my head to the side, unsure if I was supposed to answer her.
 
   “Do you remember us?” The slight chirp in her voice made her sound hopeful, and I felt a pang of guilt.
 
   I shook my head. When her face fell, I held my breath for a moment and my eyes shifted around the room. Two large, formidable men were standing in the doorway. The black-haired man was intimidating. He had brilliant blue eyes and a bandage crossing his face, and he was scowling. The way he concentrated on me with his arms crossed over his chest made me feel like I should be frightened of him, but for some reason I wasn’t. I was uncomfortable, but not frightened.
 
   The other was tall and equally unnerving, but in a different way. He stood in the doorway, one white-knuckled hand gripping the doorjamb. His eyebrows were drawn down and there was a sadness in his eyes that made me feel like I should comfort him, although I wasn’t sure why or how or if I really even wanted to.
 
   I felt inadequate. I didn’t want them staring at me. “I’m not sure what to say.” The sound of my voice was shrill in my ears, and I tried to swallow the growing bubble of panic inside me.
 
   When the sad man realized I was looking at him, he ran his hands over his scruffy face, then turned and walked away. I could hear his footsteps, loud and quick as he headed down the hallway. The dark-haired man nodded at either Dani or Chris, a single, sharp movement, before following the sad man out. Cooper trotted behind them.
 
   With a smile, Chris reached for my hand again, but my gaze stayed fixed on the empty doorway where the sad man had been standing. I wondered what had made his strong features so drawn and his eyes so empty.
 
   “What now?” Chris asked quietly.
 
   Dani sighed. “I have no idea.” She turned to me. “How did this happen? Do you remember anything?”
 
   I shook my head. “I don’t remember anything, and I don’t know why she did this to me.”
 
   “She who?” Dani asked.
 
   “Clara.”
 
   Dani’s mouth opened, then immediately closed as her eyes shut, almost like she was wincing in pain. “I should’ve made sure she was dead before she could run.” She shook her head. “I’m so sorry, Zo. This is all my fault.”
 
   “Nonsense,” Chris said. “You couldn’t have known.” She reached out and offered me her hand. “Come on, Zoe. Let’s get you out of here. We’ll tell you everything we know.”
 
   “Wait,” I said, and walked back to the bed. I picked up the manila envelope, wondering if I should know what was in it. I headed over to Dani and handed it to her.
 
   She looked at me, confused.
 
   “I was told to give this to you.”
 
   Her eyebrows rose as she reached to accept it.
 
   “What is it?” Chris asked. She took a step closer, glancing between us.
 
   I shrugged. “I have no idea.”
 
   “Dani?” Chris seemed barely able to curb her curiosity.
 
   Dani stared at the envelope, her name written in block letters across it, and she shook her head. “There’s only one way to find out.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

EPILOGUE
 
    
 
   Dear Danielle,
 
    
 
   If you’re reading this, it means you found my little girl. I don’t have much time before I am missed back at the Colony, but there is much I must tell you.
 
    
 
   I’m sorry. I’m so incredibly sorry. I didn’t step in when Gregory took you to turn you into a T-R for a reason. RV-01, a Re-gen with the strongest prophetic Ability we’ve come across, assured me Gregory and Clara would fail in their attempt to transform you. She did not, however, inform me of the torture you’d be subjected to. For that I am truly sorry. I hope you believe me.
 
    
 
   Maybe this will give you some comfort: Clara is dead. She took my little girl and turned her into…something. I was too late to stop her completely, but I did interfere. She was extremely frustrated with Zoe when I showed up, so I believe my daughter was somehow able to interfere with the process as well. I don’t think she’s completely wiped, but there’s no way to tell. If there is any piece of her left inside, please, I beg of you, find it. If anyone can do it, you can.
 
    
 
   I don’t know what your plans are now, but you must run far from here. RV-01 believed she would end up in your company. Use her to keep yourselves safe. She may prove to be one of your strongest allies. She foresaw much over the past few days, including the Re-gen rebellion and your escape. She also saw the resurgence of the Colony. You are safe for now, though I don’t know for how long.
 
    
 
   Perhaps this will help you…I’ve included several invaluable documents in this packet. These things should help protect you from Gregory and others like him in the future. His control reaches so much farther than you could ever imagine. There is much that I didn’t have time to tell you, but I have been assured that our paths will cross again.
 
    
 
   I fear I shall anger you one last time. Included with this letter is another: one to my children. It explains much of what has happened over the past few decades and why I’ve made the choices I’ve made. As you know my children far better than I do, I trust your judgment as to whether or not my letter should be shared with them. I don’t wish to hurt them any more than I already have, but I cannot pretend I don’t yearn for them to know me. Whatever you decide, watch over them for me.
 
    
 
   Until we meet again,
 
   Anna
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   Colorado Springs, Colorado
 
    
 
   Body tense and heart racing, Jake scoured Zoe’s face for any inkling of recognition. He couldn’t allow himself to believe she had no memory of him or all they’d been through together. She’d admitted she loved him only hours earlier. Now, she was scared, casting furtive glances around the room at friends and family she clearly didn’t remember—including him.
 
   In the dying moonlight seeping through the undressed windows, Jake watched her, desperation making it hard for him to breathe. Her eyes…he couldn’t tear his gaze away from her teal eyes.
 
   Zoe studied the two women in front of her, taking in Chris and Dani before settling her gaze on her brother, Jason. Her wide, appraising eyes narrowed and her chest heaved, like she was frantically trying to remember him. Her gaze lingered a moment longer without a hint of recognition, and then landed on Jake. He could see the confusion and fear warring within their depths, making his heart ache and his conscience cloud with an undeniable guilt.
 
   He shouldn’t have left her alone on the golf course.
 
   Her head tilted slightly as she considered him, and he prayed there was even the slightest nagging familiarity. Remember, he silently pleaded. But seeing no recognition of him—of them—reflected in her eyes, he knew the Zoe standing in the room, looking at him like he was a complete stranger, was only a shadow of the woman he’d fallen in love with.
 
   His grip on the doorframe tightened so hard he thought the wood might detach from the wall. Zoe was terrified, and for the first time since he’d met her, there was nothing he could do to help her. He fought the instinct to go to her, knowing that if he did, he would frighten her more, and then he might risk losing her completely.
 
   Unable to stand the tension any longer, unable to bear the feeling of loss and his encroaching devastation, Jake turned and strode out of the suffocating room. Each step provided distance, and the more distance he put between them, the easier it became to breathe. He couldn’t get away fast enough.
 
   Cooper, his loyal-friend-through-it-all husky, trailed behind him, panting and trotting to keep up as Jake made his way down the hall. He needed space…needed air. Continuing toward the kitchen, he hoped the fresh air beyond the sliding glass door would give him a clearer head. But regardless of how quickly he strode through the house, the image of Zoe’s fearful eyes remained, permanently projected in his mind, a constant reminder of his failure to protect her.
 
   His hands fisted at his sides. He’d known something wasn’t right when she said she felt strange outside the Colony, and if he’d have just stayed with her instead of leaving her side to help Harper, she might not have run off…she might still be her.
 
   With a roar, Jake spun toward the wall. His fist met the hard, textured surface in unbridled anger. His knuckles cracked beneath his skin as they barreled through a layer of drywall, but he barely noticed. Bracing his hands against the wall, he tried to catch his breath, to stop his mind from spinning out of control. They’d already been through so much…why was this happening?
 
   Hearing Dani and Zoe’s muted voices in the bedroom down the hall, Jake turned away from the hole his fist had made and continued into the small kitchen, then stopped. With a heavy sigh, he leaned against the Formica countertop, not ready to go outside with the others. Not ready to answer questions.
 
   Almost immediately, Jason came through the doorway behind him. In two steps he was at the counter, gripping the ledge, and in the dim light pouring through the sliding glass door, Jake could see the hard set of his features.
 
   “I can’t blame the Colony this time,” Jake said. “I knew something was wrong.” Zoe was infuriating and stubborn, but she wasn’t stupid; she wouldn’t have just run off for no reason. But without her memory, there was no way to know why she’d done it.
 
   With a yawn, Cooper lay down on the linoleum floor, his eyes angling up to Jake and then to Jason, ensuring that, even in their silence, they were still standing there.
 
   After what felt like a few minutes, Jason grunted and shook his head. His shoulders were tense, and Jake could almost feel the apprehension rolling off him in waves.
 
   Jake couldn’t help but wonder if Gabe—his best friend turned traitor—was to blame for all of this. Despite their friendship as children, Gabe had brought soldiers into Jake’s home, ready to take his sister, Becca, away from him, and then he’d lured Dani into the Colony for the General. Had he been involved in what had happened to Zoe, too?
 
   “What a fucking mess,” Jason said, shaking his head. “I guess I’ll just keep nulling her, at least until—”
 
   The sound of footsteps approaching brought both men’s attention to the hall doorway. Chris spoke softly, Zoe’s hand resting in hers as they entered the kitchen, Dani and Jack, her German shepherd, close behind them. Though Chris and Zoe were both grown women, the image of them walking hand in hand resembled that of a mother and child.
 
   Jake’s eyes met Zoe’s as she was led past him; hers were shrewd and penetrating. They were the same eyes that had affected him so intensely the first moment he saw her, their brilliance and expressiveness capturing his attention—his soul—in a way no other woman ever had. Regret and anger gnawed at him; he’d never told her any of that, and now she might never know how he felt.
 
   Her eyes fixed on him. He could tell from the way Zoe walked—with less fortitude and more uncertainty—that she was a poorly made replica of his Zoe. But she was a version of her, nonetheless, and like always, the bottomless depths of her eyes housed her every emotion: embarrassment—curiosity—confusion. Jake was grateful she didn’t seem to be afraid, and he knew he had Chris’s Ability to curb Zoe’s unease with a single touch to thank for that.
 
   Chris whispered something inaudible, and Zoe’s gaze shifted to the sliding glass door. They stepped through and outside, heading toward the rest of the group and the horses waiting in the early morning shadows, Dani’s dog traipsing after them.
 
   Dani, however, hung back in the kitchen. She moved closer to Jason, her gaze darting between him and Jake. With her broken arm, swollen and bruised face, and hunched shoulders, she looked like she’d been the General’s punching bag while held captive in the Colony. She gave him a sidelong glance.
 
   Jake’s blood ran cold. “What is it?” he asked.
 
   “There was a letter,” she said tentatively, fingering the edge of the sling holding her left arm. “It’s from one of my Colony contacts. She brought Zo here after finding her in the golf course…with Clara.”
 
   Jake stopped breathing. His anger drained from him, his stomach knotting with fear.
 
   Clara.
 
   He exhaled slowly and rubbed his hand over his face harsher than was necessary, fighting to maintain what semblance of composure he had left. Clara’d had it out for Zoe from the first moment they’d met. Back at Fort Knox, she’d poisoned Zoe in a desperate attempt to get rid of her, then attempted to kill them all in the barracks fire that had claimed several lives. And now she was here, in Colorado, trying to hurt Zoe again.
 
   White-hot rage and self-loathing scorched through Jake, and he clenched his shaking hands into fists. He should’ve left Clara in the hospital where he’d found her, pleading and scared.
 
   “She’s dead now,” Dani said, but Jake’s anger lessened only slightly.
 
   “Dead,” he repeated hollowly. Clara might’ve been dead, but not before managing to strike one final blow.
 
   Dani’s eyes met his for a brief moment before settling back onto Jason’s. “Did you tell them about the T-Rs and the memory wiping?”
 
   Jason nodded.
 
   “It looks like that’s what happened to Zo…sort of. Clara started the process, got interrupted…at least now she’s gone for good.”
 
   Jake studied Dani. “How do you know for sure?” he asked.
 
   Dani smiled weakly and shook her head, wisps of her curly red hair escaping the braid it was gathered into. “My contact said so,” she said. “I trust her…at least with this.” She glanced between them once more, like she wasn’t quite sure of something. “There’s more, but we should probably get going.”
 
   Jason reached for her, lacing his fingers with those of her good hand, and nodded. “We’ll figure the rest out on the way to Colorado Trails,” he said. “We’ve got to get moving or Ky and the others will think something’s happened to us.”
 
   The sliding glass door opened, and Becca stepped into the doorway. She glanced between Jason and Dani, and even though she still didn’t seem to believe that Jake was her brother, her eyes found and locked with his. “We should go,” she said, her voice raspy, as it had been since she was young. “I have had a vision. If we do not leave soon, the General will find us.”
 
   “Shit,” Jason muttered, and Becca turned slowly and exited the kitchen, leaving the door open behind her.
 
   Dani led Jason toward the sliding glass door, his imposing form dwarfing her petite, battered one. Part of Jake wished Zoe’s wounds were as straightforward as bruises and broken bones; those wounds would heal. What Clara had done to her might not.
 
   Feeling deflated, Jake followed after them. Once again, Zoe was right in front of him, but as unreachable as though she were miles away; it infuriated him. While Clara’s first attempt to kill the only woman he’d ever loved had inevitably brought Zoe closer to him, Clara’s final attempt might have succeeded in tearing her away completely.
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   ZOE
 
   MARCH 24th, 1AE
 
   Rocky Mountains, Colorado
 
    
 
   “Potty break,” Dani said, halting her paint horse, Wings, in the middle of the highway just ahead of me.
 
   I’d been riding a brown mare named Mocha since leaving the house in Colorado Springs, the others taking turns staying close to me, since I had no clue what I was doing. Tavis was my current companion, riding on my right. I liked him; he was a funny Australian man who didn’t talk much, but when he did it was playful and put me at ease. Becca, the woman sharing his saddle, seemed nice, though she hadn’t said much to anyone during the five-plus hours we’d been on the road. She seemed almost as lost as I felt.
 
   Dani struggled to dismount Wings using only her right arm, since her left arm was cradled in a sling. She was obviously in a lot of pain, despite the medicine the doctor, Harper, had given her.
 
   I glanced up ahead at Jason, assuming he’d be charging toward us to help Dani in her flailing attempt to dismount and chastising her for attempting it on her own. But he was at the head of our parade line, talking to Chris and completely oblivious to Dani’s self-dismount.
 
   When Dani’s boots hit the ground, she glanced toward Jason, then looked up at me, a sheepish grin on her face as she brought her index finger to her lips. “Don’t tell him…”
 
   I smiled and shook my head. I liked Dani, a lot. She was fiery and peppy, and the ease with which she spoke to me made it easier to cope with what was going on, like I had a friend who would stay by my side no matter what. When she’d tried to explain to me what had happened to the world, that we’d grown up together and had spent the last three months trying to get to one another only to be separated by the Colony again, I’d begun to freak out. The weight of reality and my lack of memories and sense of self were all too much to bear at once.
 
   But Chris had been quick to wrap her arms around my shoulders, telling me that it would be alright, I just needed time to readjust, and for some reason, that had made me feel better. Dani had later explained that it was because Chris had the innate ability to comfort people. Although I got the distinct impression there was more to Chris than that—a nagging suspicion in the back of my mind—I liked the way I felt in her presence and savored the reprieve of unwanted emotions when she was around me.
 
   “Come on, Zo,” Dani said, holding her good hand up to help me climb out of Mocha’s saddle. “Let’s go pee. You never know…” She scanned the tall aspens on either side of the road. “We might not find another woodsy spot before we stop for the night. Might as well take advantage of the privacy while we have it.”
 
   I considered the image of the two of us standing side by side, best friends who, I’d been told, were so completely altered from the last time we’d seen each other. Tiny little Dani, with her bruised pixie face framed by wild, red curls, and me, tall, with an unmarred exterior but hollow interior. I wish I could remember… But having been found inside the bedroom closet of an abandoned house the night before was as far back as my memory went.
 
   “Zo? You okay?” Dani’s brow furrowed. “Do you need me to get Harper?”
 
   I shook my head. I had a million and one questions, but a pee break wasn’t the time to ask them. Instead, I offered her what I hoped was a reassuring smile. “No, I was just thinking.” I waved her proffered hand away. “I got it, Dani, but thanks.” I didn’t want to hurt her by jerking her body around as I dismounted. “It’s only a couple feet.” I’d decided it was much easier getting up into the saddle than it was getting down, an art I was determined to master if this was going to be my spot during our several-day journey.
 
   While the others seemed all too excited to meet up with the rest of our group, it meant that I had even more people to “reacquaint” myself with. Dani had spent part of the morning filling me in on my relationships with them. Now I just needed to remember all that she’d told me: Sarah, apparently a friend I’d traveled with from the East Coast, was pregnant; her boyfriend, Biggs, was a military man we’d met up with along the way; Mr. Grayson was my high school history teacher and had been traveling with Dani for months; and Jason’s best friend, Ky, and Ky’s older brother, Ben, were waiting for us deeper in the mountains.
 
   I stood up in the stirrups, prepared to fling my leg over for an awkward dismount.
 
   “Here,” Tavis offered kindly as he strode up beside Mocha. I hadn’t even noticed him dismount his own horse. He wore an easy smile, and his blue eyes crinkled in the corners where his smile touched them. His dirty-blond hair was a little long and mussed from running his fingers through it so frequently.
 
   Caught off guard, I felt my heart flutter a bit.
 
   “Fling your leg over, and I’ll help ease you down…”
 
   Flashing him a brief smile, I did as Tavis instructed. With one hand gripping the saddle horn and the other gripping the edge of the saddle seat for leverage, I swung my leg over Mocha’s rump, just like Dani had shown me. As I was about to lower myself to the ground, Tavis’s hands grasped my waist, firmly but gently, and he helped lower me the rest of the way down.
 
   “It’s not mountain climbing, so you’ll be a pro in no time,” he said as I pivoted around to face him.
 
   “Thanks,” I chirped, and he answered with a nod before he turned and headed back for his horse.
 
   Turning around, I found Dani eyeing me carefully. Jake, a man who hadn’t uttered a single word to me since they’d found me but had taken to watching me with unnerving intensity, sat upon his horse behind her, his gaze equally assessing.
 
   “Jason,” Dani called ahead, startling me. I looked up toward the front of the caravan as Jason turned around in his saddle, his gaze questioning as it shifted between us. “We’re gonna pee,” she said. “It might be difficult for you to keep nulling for a minute, but we’ll be right back.”
 
   Jason’s eyes hardened. “Be careful.”
 
   “Come on, Zo,” Dani said, biting her lip. There was a hint of uncertainty in her voice. “There’s some stuff you should know.” She hooked her arm in mine, and we headed toward the tangle of bushes a dozen yards away.
 
   “Dani,” Jake said, swinging his leg over his saddle, clearly intending to come with us.
 
   Dani shook her head at him and patted the handgun in her shoulder holster. “We’ll be fine, Jake. I need to talk to Zo for a sec.”
 
   Although Jake didn’t seem pleased with the decision, he remained in his saddle, his gaze shifting between us as we turned away.
 
   “Wait, Zoe—” Sam, a forward little boy I’d spoken to only a few times, called from behind us.
 
   “We’ll be right back, Sam,” I said over my shoulder as Dani pulled me forward; I was practically stumbling as I tried to keep up with her. “What’s—”
 
   “Zo, I know you’re probably exhausted and more than a little confused about everything that’s going on, but you’re super close to getting yourself into a mess that you’ll regret later.”
 
   Trying to stay at least partially aware of where my feet were landing, I gave Dani a sidelong glance. Her bright green eyes were a bit glazed over in the sunlight. I could tell the pain meds were starting to kick in.
 
   “What do you mean by ‘a mess’?” I asked, near panting as we clumsily hurried through the underbrush and over uneven ground.
 
   “You’re with Jake,” she said.
 
   I blanched and stopped, the abrupt movement making Dani wince. “What?” A faint thrill wriggled down my spine.
 
   “Yeah, for a few months now, I think…” She shook her head. “What’s important is that you remember that, especially when you’re chatting it up with Tavis.” She urged me toward the berry bushes a few feet away.
 
   Falling into step behind her, I frowned. “But Jake hasn’t even talked to me.”
 
   She snorted. “That might have something to do with the fact that you don’t even know him anymore.” Pulling a wad of tissues from her pocket, Dani handed me a couple, and then looked down at her broken arm. “This is gonna be fun,” she muttered, and I tried not to laugh, though I didn’t do a very good job.
 
   I found that preoccupying my mind with observing Dani, her little quirks that I was still trying to understand, was a good distraction from all the things I was supposed to already know, the things that threatened to overwhelm me and bring me to tears.
 
   As we each squatted behind our own cluster of bushes to do our business, I allowed my mind to wander, if only a little. I considered what Dani had told me about Jake and me being together, and I found it impossible to picture. He seemed so quiet and capable, it was a little intimidating. I couldn’t even imagine having a conversation with him, let alone being with him. But in spite of my reservations, there was also a mysterious air about him that was intriguing, and I was curious to discover what the old me already had. The number of questions ticking through my head increased exponentially.
 
   Hearing leaves crunch beneath footsteps on the other side of the shrubbery, I sighed and finished up. “Geez, you’re fast.” I assumed I’d have to help Dani, not that she would leave me in the dust. Jumping up to my feet, I zipped up my jeans and stepped out from behind the tangle of leaves and branches. I froze.
 
   Sam was standing a few yards away, his bow drawn and an arrow aimed at the figure of a small girl standing between us. Her back was to me, her blonde hair hanging in a knotted mess.
 
   Sam’s expression was one of pure horror—his pale eyes wide and his nostrils flaring—but his stance and aim were unwavering.
 
   “What the hell are you doing, Sam?” I screeched.
 
   “What’s wrong, Zo?” Dani called from behind the bushes. But I was too focused on Sam and the little girl he was prepared to shoot an arrow through to answer.
 
   “Sam,” I said again. “She’s just a little girl. Put your bow down.”
 
   Dark brown hair hung in his eyes, but he stared at her, unblinking, and I could see his uncertainty.
 
   “Sam…”
 
   As if hearing the scolding tone of my voice had brought the little girl to life, she slowly turned around. At the sight of her, my heart nearly stopped. The front of her nightgown was covered in dried blood, as were her arms and neck. Her face was doll-like, with crystal-blue eyes wide and gleaming in the sunlight, and her porcelain skin was hidden beneath what looked like weeks’ worth of layers of dirt and blood.
 
   “Mommy?” The haunting pitch of her voice sent chills up my spine.
 
   “Jesus,” I breathed. “Are you alright?” Although I had the innate urge to run away from the little girl, I took a hesitant step toward her, wondering what the poor child had been through.
 
   “Zoe, get away from her!” Dani said from behind me.
 
   The little girl took a step closer to me, her eyes narrowing and her lip curling into a snarl. Her body was suddenly trembling, like her muscles were coiling to strike. Gritting her teeth, she growled, “Mommy?”
 
   As she lunged toward me, an ear-piercing crack resounded through the air, and before she could take another step, the little girl fell to a crumpled heap on the ground. A crimson patch blossomed on her nightgown, spreading across her chest.
 
   My hands flew to my mouth and I screamed, tears trickling down my face. “Oh my God.” Turning around, I found Dani, handgun drawn and still pointed where the little girl lay. Dani’s eyes were wide, her face ashen, and her mouth hung open. “What have you done?”
 
   Dani blinked several times, and her gaze slowly shifted from the small body to me. Her eyes were filled with shock and horror. “She was a Crazy,” she said, lowering her gun. “She was a Crazy.” I wasn’t sure if she was trying to convince me, or herself. “I—I had to…she was a Crazy…”
 
   “A what?” I turned back to the little girl and stared down at her. I was suddenly shaking uncontrollably. “What the hell just happened?” I asked no one in particular. “She’s just a little girl.”
 
   I heard a rush of footsteps and calling voices, but I couldn’t focus on anyone but the dead child lying horrifyingly still on the ground. Her eyes were open and staring directly at me. She thought I was her mother…
 
   “I’ve never seen a kid one before,” Sam said, and I looked at him. “I tried to warn you.”
 
    
 
   ~~~~~
 
    
 
   “This is gonna be bright,” Harper said as he sat me down on a log beside the fire and clicked on a small, near-blinding pen light. He shone it directly into my eyes. On instinct, I tried to blink, but Harper wouldn’t let me; his fingertips were warm and firm as he held my eyelids open.
 
   “Sorry, Baby Girl, but I just want to check one more time…”
 
   Still trying to understand the whole Ability thing Sam had explained during the last stretch of our journey, I decided now was as good a time as any to start asking more questions, especially since Sam was probably getting tired of being the one having to answer them all. “Harper?”
 
   “Hmmm.”
 
   “Were you a doctor before, or is this, you know, just part of your Ability?” I had no idea what counted as an “Ability,” only that Sam had said everyone who survived the Virus had one—at least those who weren’t “Crazies.”
 
   Harper He smiled. “This doctor stuff is all training, Baby Girl. I was a medic in the Army. My Ability has to do with visions and seeing things that haven’t happened yet.”
 
   I snorted, determined not to cry out in confusion and disbelief.
 
   “I know it’s a lot to take in, especially all in one day, but we can’t risk another incident like earlier today.”
 
   I shrugged, figuring the more answers I had the easier it would be for me to fit in. “Yeah, Sam said he has heightened senses, that he can hear, smell, and see things that others can’t.” I shook my head.
 
   “Try not to move, Baby Girl.”
 
   “Sorry.”
 
   Harper shifted his hand down to my chin, gently gripping it while he moved my head from side to side in tandem with the flashlight he waved in front of my face.
 
   “What are some of the others’ Abilities?”
 
   “Well,” he began, “let’s see—I’m not sure what Tavis or Daniel can do, but Carlos can control electricity, Dani can communicate with animals, Sanchez is telepathic, Jake can regenerate…Chris and your brother, well, they’re the reason you’re dealing with things as well as you are; Chris is keeping you calm, and you’re brother is keeping your Ability hidden. He can actually nullify or amplify other people’s Abilities.”
 
   Regeneration? Communicating with animals? Telepathy? Controlling electricity? I was almost afraid to ask… “What’s my Ability?” I placed my hand on Harper’s, gently pushing the pen light down so I could look him in the eyes. “What’s Jason protecting me from?”
 
   Harper gave me a sympathetic smile. “You can see people’s memories. You can feel what they’re feeling. On top of everything that’s happened today, we didn’t think it was a good idea to add your Ability into the mix, too.”
 
   Jason and Chris had been shadowing me pretty closely all day. Part of me wondered if I should be offended that they hadn’t told me about this sooner. But then again, the idea of having an Ability, especially one that was so intrusive, didn’t seem like something I could handle on top of everything else.
 
   Harper clicked the light on, blinding me once more.
 
   “Is there something wrong with my eyes?” I asked a bit tersely. The more he wanted to check them, the more concerned I became.
 
   “No. Sorry to scare you. There’s nothing wrong, I just—” He gave me another sympathetic smile as he clicked the light off. “I was just making sure there’s no brain damage, or…I just want to make sure I’m not missing anything that might help us figure out exactly what she did to you, or how bad it is.” He sighed. “But I don’t see anything, and I doubt I will without doing an MRI or—”
 
   “It’s only been a day,” Dani chimed in as she walked by. It was the first time I’d heard her speak since the incident with the little girl…the Crazy. Dani stopped in the narrow clearing where everyone was setting up their tents for the night. “You might be back to your old self by tomorrow, Zo. Could be all you need is a good night’s sleep.”
 
   Dani fought to keep a nylon sleeping bag from slipping out from under her good arm. Although she flashed me a smile over her shoulder, I could tell it was weak and forced. I could picture a real Dani smile brightening her face to glowing, nothing like the halfhearted smile she gave me now, which had quickly faded.
 
   I watched as she struggled to open a tent bag. “I’m sure you’re right,” I said and glanced up at Harper. “Tomorrow will be better. Can I be done?” I felt like I needed to be doing something to help Dani, since I was otherwise useless and she was having such a hard time after such a crappy day.
 
   Harper nodded absently, not really staring at me so much as staring through me. He rubbed his jaw and took another deep breath.
 
   I stepped toward Dani but hesitated the moment Jason appeared beside her, crouching to help. He muttered something I couldn’t hear.
 
   “Yeah…I just want to go to sleep,” Dani said.
 
   “This isn’t even our tent, and you shouldn’t be doing this on your own, Red. You’ll just make your arm worse. Please…just ask me for help next time.” Jason, a man of words that were few and to the point, continued to grumble as he pulled the tent out of its bag and unrolled it like doing so was second nature.
 
   “I didn’t want to bother you.” Dani rested her hand on his shoulder, his body tensed and stilled. “I was thinking Zo and I could share a tent tonight. You know, since it would be weird for her…” Dani’s gaze drifted to Jake.
 
   Hurt flashed in Jason’s eyes.
 
   “It’s alright,” I rushed to say. The last thing I wanted to be was more of an inconvenience than I already was.
 
   Jason and Dani both looked at me.
 
   “I don’t mind having my own tent. You guys share, really.”
 
   “I don’t think you should be alone tonight, Zo. What if something happens?” I noticed Dani’s eyes skirt to Jake again; he’d just dropped his own tent on the ground on the other side of the fire.
 
   “What if your memory comes back and you’re all alone?” Dani said, bringing my attention back to her. “I should be with you…unless…” Again, her eyes drifted to Jake.
 
   What does it mean that he can “regenerate”? A rush of anxiety filled me as I thought about sleeping in the same tent as him. Dani might’ve told me that Jake and I were together, but she hadn’t given me any of the details, and I wasn’t quite ready for that yet.
 
   Becca walked past, startling me. Her face was soft and glowing in the building flames. “We can share a tent tonight, if you would like,” she said. I hadn’t talked to her much since we’d left Colorado Springs, so I was surprised she’d even offered.
 
   I flashed her a grateful smile. “Thanks, Becca.” Looking at Dani, I asked, “Do you mind?”
 
   Dani shrugged and shook her head. “Only if you’re sure, Zo.”
 
   “Yes, I’m sure.”
 
   “You can use this tent,” Jason offered, prepared to pull the tent poles out of the pack.
 
   “That’s okay, Jason. I can finish. You guys can set up your stuff. Can you just point me to my things?” I hadn’t needed them for anything yet, since we’d been riding all day. “I do have things, right?”
 
   Jason nodded to Dani, and with a willing smile she picked up the flashlight he’d set on the ground and walked with me over to Mocha.
 
   As I trudged along behind her, I noticed how many people were bustling around, chatting while they set up for the night. Our cramped little camp was in a wooded area off the highway, out of sight but not so far away from the road that I couldn’t hear one of the horses clip-clopping lazily on the asphalt.
 
   Stepping up to Mocha, Dani started untying the two long stuff sacks secured behind the saddle with one hand, tossing me each as she freed them. Both were black with a purple Celtic knot painted on the side.
 
   “That’s your sleeping bag and sleeping pad,” she said, pointing to each before she peeked into one of the saddlebags, which were still on the horse. “Yep, your clothes and whatnot are in here. Give me a sec and I’ll have these down for you.”
 
   “Don’t worry, I’ll get them,” I said, not wanting her to struggle needlessly. As I fumbled to loosen the saddlebag, I stared at the knot painted on it. I had no idea what the heck it meant. “Apparently I really like this symbol,” I said. “It’s all over my stuff.”
 
   Finally unfastening the bag, I turned around. Dani eyed me a moment, her face cast in shadows; obviously it meant something important to her, too. I glanced back down at the bag, the knot glaring at me.
 
   Assuming it was my confusion that made her expel a tiny sigh of sadness, I released a sigh of my own. “I’m sorry, Dani. I wish I could remember…”
 
   She stepped closer and nudged my arm with her good shoulder, offering me a reassuring smile that didn’t touch her eyes. “It’s okay, Zo. We’ll figure it out tomorrow. It’s been a long day, and we all need our rest.”
 
   I nodded and turned to tug the leather bags off of Mocha’s back, but grunted when they were heavier than I’d expected. “What the hell did I put in he—”
 
   “Here.” A deep rumble came from behind me, and an arm reached over my shoulder and grabbed the cross strap of the saddlebags. Jake pulled them effortlessly off the horse and asked me where I wanted them.
 
   “Over by Becca,” I said, pointing dumbly. I’d decided Jake was intimidating—alluring but intimidating—and it prevented me from putting on a show of calmness around him, like I could around everyone else.
 
   A pained expression pinched his features, but without another word, he headed to the other side of camp, toward Becca.
 
   Dani was watching me, idly patting Jack, his tongue hanging out of his mouth. She gave me a reassuring nod—the nod that I’d grown used to over the past twelve hours—before I followed quickly after Jake.
 
   Feeling inadequate in our silence, I occupied my mind with observations of the rest of the campers, busy in their various stages of getting situated.
 
   Chris, just finished setting up a tent for Camille and Mase, was pulling her blonde hair up into a ponytail, while Mase, huge, dark, and imposing, stood in front of the tent with Camille in his arms, her head resting on his shoulder. They’d been inseparable since she’d awoken right before we stopped for the day, and despite being unconscious since before they’d found me, she still looked exhausted. Mase stared at the nylon dome like it was from another dimension. He seemed constantly confused—even more than me, which I thought a little strange—but after a brief moment of hesitation, he ducked inside the tent with Camille.
 
   Gabe, the tall, blond man who seemed to keep to himself, was setting up another tent beside theirs.
 
   “What’s his Ability?” I asked Jake. When he peered back at me, I pointed to Gabe.
 
   Jake’s jaw clenched, and I immediately regretted asking him. “He can manipulate people’s dreams,” he said. I didn’t need to know the history between them to know it wasn’t a good one.
 
   “Oh.”
 
   Sanchez, who seemed to be leading the group with Jason, was stacking wood next to the campfire, while Sam and easygoing Tavis hauled over bunches of kindling. I enjoyed watching Sam and Tavis interact; they acted more like brothers than father and son—though I’d been told they were neither—and they laughed more than the others, which I found comforting.
 
   But as much as everyone seemed to coexist easily enough, a cloud of tension hung over the group. I wasn’t sure I wanted to learn the cause yet. Trying to remember everyone’s names, their Abilities, and my relationship with each of them was chore enough.
 
   Jake stopped short in front of me, and I ran into his back.
 
   “Sorry,” I said, unable to stop a nervous laugh from bubbling out of me. “I got distracted.” I dropped the load in my arms on the ground near Becca.
 
   Jake set my saddlebags down as well. “I’ll be right back,” he said and headed back toward the horses.
 
   I watched him for a moment—watched the way he rubbed the back of his neck and the way his shoulders relaxed the further he was from me.
 
   I turned to Becca, who was attempting to finish setting up our tent. “Thank you, Becca. I appreciate you offering to stay with me tonight.”
 
   When I realized she was practically wrestling with the tent poles, I crouched beside her to show her how they worked. “It’s pretty easy once you get the hang of it,” I said. I was surprised I remembered silly things like that—how to set up a tent, how to excuse myself when I sneezed and cover my mouth when I coughed. Why can I remember those things but not others?
 
   “You have done this before,” Becca said quietly, watching the way my fingers moved and how I maneuvered the fabric of the tent as I pushed the poles through the red nylon loops.
 
   “Yeah, I guess I have. You’ve never been camping?” Slowly, I forced one end of the pole into the corner of the tent, and watched as Becca mimicked what I was doing.
 
   “Not that I remember, no.” Her voice was distant, as if her mind was somewhere else.
 
   “Yeah, me neither…at least, not that I can remember.”
 
   Jake returned, dropping two more stuff sacks on the ground, what appeared to be another sleeping bag and pad. He looked at Becca. “Those are mine, but you use them tonight. We’ll stop somewhere tomorrow to get you your own gear.” Becca watched Jake, her mouth pulling into a barely-there smile. “Thank you, Jake.” The way she spoke to him seemed deliberate, like she meant more than what she said.
 
   He watched her for a moment, his head tilting slightly to the side before he nodded. When his stare shifted to me, he appeared uncertain and regretful. There was a long, awkward silence before he said, “Will you please let me know if you need anything else?” His tone was soft, beseeching, even. There was something warm and inviting about his deep, velvety voice. “Anything,” he repeated, his eyes filled with a sadness I didn’t understand.
 
   “Yes, I promise. Thank you,” I said. With a final nod, I watched him walk back toward his tent, which he had yet to finish setting up.
 
   Becca unzipped the tent door behind me and I turned around, ready to follow her inside. But she just stood there.
 
   “What’s wrong?” I asked, stepping up beside her. The light from the fire danced around inside, illuminating the tent enough to see there was nothing wrong with it.
 
   “I guess I will sleep in my clothes,” she said so quietly I almost didn’t hear her.
 
   “Is that all?” I asked and snatched up my saddlebags before sidestepping her and heading inside. “I’m sure I have something you can borrow.”
 
   Becca followed me in, bringing the sleeping bags and pads in with her.
 
   Fiddling with the ends of my hair, which were draped over my shoulder, I watched Becca as she just stood there. “Have a seat,” I said and opened my bag. I rummaged through the haphazardly folded clothes tucked inside, trying to find something for each of us to sleep in. “Here,” I finally said, handing her a long-sleeved thermal shirt and a pair of sweatpants. “These look comfy, and it looks like I packed…yep, two of each.”
 
   Becca smiled, or at least I thought it was a smile; it was the first time I’d seen her be very expressive at all. “Thank you, Zoe.”
 
   “Why don’t you have any clothes?” I asked, zipping up the tent to change.
 
   Slowly, Becca peeled her clothes off one by one, until her ensemble was piled on the floor of the tent. “I have only just joined the group, along with Dr. McLaugh—I mean Gabe, Mase, and Camille. We were unexpected, so we are relying on your friends’ kindness to take us in. Dani and the clothes on our backs were all we brought with us.”
 
   “Dani was with you?”
 
   Becca made a noncommittal noise and pulled the sweatpants on. They were too long and very baggy on her, but I figured that meant they were perfect for sleeping. “Yes,” she said. “Dani was with Gabe and Dr. Wesley…in the Colony.” Becca’s voice was distant, her demeanor instantly shifting from open to hesitant.
 
   I tugged my long-sleeved V-neck on over my head. “Did you not want to leave the Colony with Dani?” I couldn’t stop myself from asking. The more complicated things became, the more my curiosity amplified. “You don’t seem happy to be here…” I glanced over at Becca in time to see the bruises on the side of her body before she pulled her borrowed shirt down.
 
   “I am happy to be away from there. It is just that things are not simple for me.” She looked at me. “Or for you.”
 
   I shrugged. “Hopefully my memory will come back tomorrow.”
 
   The look Becca gave me made me feel nauseous.
 
   “You don’t think it will?” I asked.
 
   “I do not know everything,” she said, offering me the slightest of smiles.
 
   “Only some things?” I asked wryly.
 
   Without hesitation, she said, “I have the gift of prophecy.”
 
   Still unable to fully process the whole “Abilities” thing, I paused.
 
   Becca bent down and began folding her clothes so meticulously that I thought she might be in the military. I looked over at my saddlebags and almost laughed. The clothes I’d changed out of were tossed on top, no rhyme or reason or organization. Feeling self-conscious, I gathered up my dirty socks, jeans, and shirt, and after unwadding them, I folded them as neatly as I could. My attempt was pathetic compared to Becca’s, but it sufficed.
 
   Becca must’ve been watching me, because when I looked up at her, her smile turned genuine. “You are very different from the last time I saw you.”
 
   My eyes widened. “How so?” I unrolled my sleeping pad, then pulled my sleeping bag out of its stuff sack and laid it out on top. Unzipping it, I crawled inside to keep my feet warm.
 
   Becca studied me and did the same with Jake’s sleeping gear. “You and Jake were fighting.”
 
   “Really?” I hadn’t been expecting that. “We were fighting?”
 
   She nodded, her eyes fixed on mine like she was gauging my reaction. “He was going to leave you and your people and take me away; he said it was not safe. But Father sent a team to retrieve me, and I escaped during the gunfire.” Becca looked down at her fingers, which were laced on her knees. “I had to return to the Colony…Jake did not understand.”
 
   “Did Father do that to you?” I asked, pointing to the bruised side of her body.
 
   After contemplating my question for a moment, Becca nodded. “I had to get them out of there,” she said to herself, and I assumed she was talking about Dani and the others she’d escaped with.
 
   My mind filled with images of a distraught Mase and newly-conscious Camille. “The others are like you, too,” I said, suddenly feeling an intense desire to know what had happened in the hours I’d lost my memory. “Mase and Camille, they’re…different, like you. The way you speak, and how you see things like it’s for the first time…they’re the same.”
 
   Becca nodded. “Yes. We are called Re-gens at the Colony, though Jake says I am his sister as well.”
 
   My brow furrowed at yet another surprising truth. Jake didn’t treat her like a sister—but then Jason didn’t treat me like one either, at least not how I thought a brother should treat a sister. I was beginning to think that whatever remaining perception of reality I had was both misleading and impractical.
 
   “I saw things,” Becca continued, her voice a panicked whisper. “Horrible things. Things that I could not let come to pass. I had to tell them. I had to get away from there.” Becca continued to stare down at her hands. “I am not sure what to think anymore.”
 
   “No?”
 
   After a depleted sigh, she said, “No.”
 
   Pulling the rubber band from my hair and letting it fall around my shoulders, I ran my fingers through the dark strands, wading through my limited memories, trying to determine how I felt…what I thought.
 
   All I remembered were strange voices and surprised faces staring down at me as I huddled inside the closet. Did I really forget all that Becca just described? It seemed impossible, and a ravenous emptiness drained any optimism and hope I had left. A sick feeling settled in my stomach as it dawned on me: every single moment that shaped me into Zoe was gone.
 
   I am no one.
 
   “You are not ‘no one,’” Becca said, and I stirred, not realizing I’d been thinking aloud. She rested her hand on my shoulder. “You are important.”
 
   “You’ve seen this?” My sudden curiosity to know more of what she’d seen was making me antsy; I twirled a strand of hair.
 
   Becca shook her head. “No, I haven’t seen your future, nor do I know your purpose, but your mother is Dr. Wesley, I know that much. If you are her daughter, you are important.” She paused in thought. “Jake loves you, and he is important…I know that as well. So, you must be, too.”
 
   Jake loves me? I wasn’t sure why I was surprised; Dani had told me much the same earlier. “He’s barely talked to me all day,” I said.
 
   “All day, I have thought about two things,” Becca began, her voice a bit softer than before. “I considered what I might do now that I no longer have a home, a place I belong. And I thought about Jake. If what he says is true, if I am his sister, then he has lost both his sister and the woman he loves. Now, here we are again, and neither of us remembers him. I cannot imagine how he might feel.” Becca frowned. “I generally am not so…reflective, I think is the word, but much is changing…” She stretched out in her sleeping bag, staring up at the bouncing shadows on the nylon overhead.
 
   We were quiet for a while, and I nearly allowed the crackling fire outside and the sound of crickets in the woods beyond our tent to lull me to sleep. But before I was out completely, I heard low voices by the fire.
 
   “We’ve got to figure out a way to fix her,” Harper said, his voice low and thoughtful.
 
   “It’s not like there are rules to any of this shit,” Jason grumbled.
 
   The sound of wood being tossed in the fire filled the momentary silence.
 
   “There has to be a way.” It was Jake’s baritone, followed by retreating footsteps.
 
   I glanced over at Becca to see if she was awake, but her back was to me, and all I could see was the outline of her torso rising and falling with each breath. I lay there, listening to my “friends” discuss my condition like it was simply an infection needing proper treatment. My mind reeled with questions and mounting fear until their voices fell silent, and I eventually drifted to sleep.
 
    
 
   ~~~~~
 
    
 
   A slight breeze caressed my skin as I sat on a dock, gazing out at a lake—its glassy surface was illuminated with pinks and oranges, like it was set aflame by the sun sinking behind the rolling hills.
 
   My chest grew heavier, and I was nearly suffocating under the weight of too many emotions.
 
   “I know what I want,” said a deep, rumbling voice.
 
   I spun around to find Jake standing beside me, his luminous, amber eyes peering into the depths of my soul. He knew me; I could see it in the way he looked at me, those eyes filled with longing and uncertainty and need.
 
   Like his emotions sparked my own, I felt the need to weep from the inexplicable love I felt for him.
 
   “Jake, I—” I didn’t have time to think, to say anything.
 
   In seconds his lips were pressed against mine, his kiss fierce and blazing. My hands moved of their own accord, grabbing a handful of his jacket and pulling him closer to me as his fingers tightened in my hair. An overwhelming, frenzied greed consumed us both as my arms snaked around his neck and his hands explored my body.
 
   We were panting, and a low groan resonated deep inside his chest. My body throbbed with a pleasurable ache I wanted to both last forever and go away, ridding me of my torment.
 
   Jake froze, sending an unnatural anger and despondency simmering through me. He stepped away, leaving me to stand there alone, the cool breeze turning icy against my exposed skin. Panic riddled my nerves, and I tried fervently to grasp hold of him.
 
   He was pulling away from me…
 
   He was leaving me…alone…
 
    
 
   With a jolt, I opened my eyes. I was surrounded by darkness, only the starry sky overhead visible through the rectangles of netting on the roof of the tent. There was no more campfire, and there were no more voices. All I could hear was the wind whistling through the trees.
 
   As I lay there, my heart still pounding from the dream, I felt completely lost and alone. I didn’t like the dangerous intoxication that settled over me as I remembered Jake’s hot breath…the thrill that sang through me as I recalled the feeling of his fingers pressing against my skin…
 
   “Zoe? Are you alright?” Becca asked quietly.
 
   “Yes,” I said quickly, not feeling comfortable talking to her about it.
 
   “Are you sure?”
 
   “I just had a strange dream. I’ll be fine.”
 
   Becca was quiet for a moment. “Was it a dream or a memory?”
 
   Rolling over, I studied her darkened outline. “A dream. At least, I think it was…”
 
   “Do not fight it,” she said. “If it is your memory, you should not fight it.”
 
   Had it been a memory? It had been so vivid, so charged with emotions I couldn’t remember ever feeling before, that part of me doubted it was even possible.
 
   


 
   
  
 



 
 
   3
 
   DANI
 
   MARCH 28, 1AE
 
   San Juan National Forest, Colorado
 
    
 
   Carrying a small bin of grooming tools under my good arm, I led Wings toward a retention pond beside the field where we’d set up camp for the night. We passed between one of the three carts and the replica pioneer chuck wagon that we’d found in one of the barns back at Colorado Trails Ranch. We’d stayed at the ranch only one night, wanting to put as much distance between us and the Colony as possible, as soon as possible. That single night was just long enough for us to stock up on tack and another dozen horses from the area, redistribute our supplies among the packhorses and conveyances, and convene for a quick strategic meeting, and for Harper and Jake to attempt a regenerative blood transfusion on Zoe—which ended up being the most anti-climactic fail ever. She still remembered nothing of her life before the golf course.
 
   Zoe’s memory loss was proving to be as stubborn as my best friend was…or used to be. This new Zoe, this not-Zoe Zoe, was different; she was less closed off, less severe, and every time she said or did something that emphasized just how much Clara’s violent mind-wiping had changed her, the thundercloud that had become my mood darkened. Just as it did every time I spoke to Jason—lied to Jason—avoided Gabe, or remembered my time in the General’s concrete interrogation room, or the way the light had faded from the child Crazy’s eyes as she bled out from the bullet wound I’d put in her chest.
 
   Maybe if I hadn’t burned out my telepathy again, and I could speak with Wings, Jack, and Ray, as I’d grown so accustomed to doing over the past few months, I would’ve been able to find comfort in their steadfast companionship and stave off the looming negativity. But my Ability was burned out, and missing my usually lighthearted, sometimes philosophical conversations with my animal friends only added to my doom-and-gloom mood.
 
   I spotted Mase and Camille, sitting at the edge of the pond while they filtered water into large plastic jugs, and nodded a hello.
 
   Camille’s remarkable recovery was the only bright ray of hope keeping the thundercloud from overtaking me completely. She’d woken up five days ago, the night after we found Zoe and left Colorado Springs, her memory intact but her ability to speak apparently gone completely. Harper’s best guess was that certain parts of her brain must’ve suffered permanent damage during her seizure and resulting coma, and he’d even proposed that she might have had a stroke, though he couldn’t tell for sure without some pretty high-tech equipment. But she was awake, and more whole than she’d been since she’d died…the first time. Her recovery, at least, was something.
 
   I sighed and shook my head.
 
   Zoe was following Wings and me, Shadow trailing behind her. The other seventeen members of our group were moving among the tents clustered around the campfire or through the scattering of trees lining the field, searching for firewood. Except for Jason; he was absolutely committed to the task of nulling Zoe, of keeping her Ability from surfacing and pummeling her shattered mind with foreign memories and emotions, and therefore had become her ever-present second shadow…or third shadow, if you counted her horse.
 
   I snorted at my lame silent pun, and blinked rapidly as my eyes started to sting. I would not start crying just because I found Jason’s commitment to protecting my best friend—the sister he’d successfully estranged through emotional and physical distance—so sweet, so admirable. It was like this tragedy had jumpstarted his brotherly instincts, making him realize all he’d missed out on over the years. His renewed devotion to her made me feel like such a crap friend in comparison, because the more time I spent with this Zoe—this hauntingly familiar stranger, devoid of everything that had made her my best friend—the less I wanted to be around her.
 
   Like I said—crap friend.
 
   Reaching the edge of the pond, I set the small bin of grooming tools on the ground and waited for Wings to amble closer. She did and ducked her head down to slurp at the water.
 
   Zoe and Shadow took up a position a few feet away, just on the other side of the bin, and Jason hoisted himself up and settled on the bench seat of the nearest cart. He pulled out a pocket knife and his latest whittling project—an as-yet-unrecognizable hunk of wood about the size of a baseball.
 
   My eyes lingered on him for a moment longer, tracing the angry red scar crossing his face from hairline to jaw and the hunched set of his shoulders, before I bent over to grab a soft-bristled brush and turned my attention to Wings.
 
   “Thanks for teaching me all this horse stuff,” Zoe said from behind me.
 
   I glanced over my shoulder to study her and frowned. I’d been doing that a lot lately, both studying Zoe and frowning. The setting sun gleamed a burnished purple off her and Shadow’s onyx hair. I’d offered to walk Zoe through the basics of horse grooming, hoping that doing something with her, something I always found soothing, might alleviate some of my infuriating aversion to her.
 
   Meeting her eyes, I forced a tight smile. “No problem. You used to like helping me with grooming them, back when we were in high school, so I thought…” I shrugged. “I don’t know.” I returned my focus to Wings, running the brush over a coffee-brown patch on her shoulder. “I just thought you might still like it.” I didn’t tell Zoe that I was searching for some remnant of my best friend, some sliver of hope that she was still her.
 
   There was a long moment of silence, and then Zoe exhaled heavily. “I’ve been thinking about that…about me before and me now. Do you think—” She paused. I could hear the sound of soft bristles running over Shadow’s coat as Zoe started brushing him. The black gelding was still recovering from the neglect he’d suffered at the hands of a couple of Crazies, and the six-day trek through the southern Rockies with only a half-day and night’s rest at Colorado Trails hadn’t done him any favors. Although he was doing better than when Zoe’s group had first found him, he was exhausted and hurting, much like the rest of us. I didn’t need my Ability to know that.
 
   When Zoe didn’t resume her question, I looked at her. “Do I think…?”
 
   She stopped brushing, turned to lean her shoulder against Shadow, and sighed. “It’s just that, if I don’t have any memories of what made me me, do you think I’m even still me?”
 
   Do you think I’m even still me?
 
   Zoe’s question seemed to echo in my mind, burrowing deeply, mostly because it was pretty much the same thing I’d been wondering since we first found her. Was Zoe still Zoe if she had no memory of experiencing the things that had made her the loyal, guarded, and determined person I loved? A dull, incessant ache spread through my chest, a yawning void created by her mental disappearance.
 
   My eyes stung—again—and I cleared my throat. “You know, Zo…I think knowing who you really are is hard for a lot of people.”
 
   Yes, I was avoiding answering her question completely, but I meant what I said. After all, I hardly recognized myself anymore. My frown reemerged. Anyone who cracked me open in an attempt to find out what made me me would discover a rancid, tangly wad of guilt. And self-loathing. And plain old misery.
 
   My best friend—thanks to a psycho with the Ability to alter people’s perception, even erase their memories—had no idea that she was my best friend. And the reason she’d fallen into Clara’s manipulative little hands?
 
   Me.
 
   I’d been stupid enough to get ambushed and abducted, and thanks to my bad judgment, Zoe wasn’t really Zoe anymore. My frown deepened into a scowl. I really hated myself sometimes.
 
   After a few more strokes over the paint’s sculpted shoulder, which I was pretty sure soothed me more than it soothed Wings, I glanced over at Jason. If he noticed me watching him, he didn’t show it. It was like we’d traveled back in time ten years, to the days when I’d spend every possible moment stealing glances at him, and he’d spend just as much time ignoring me.
 
   Before my stint in the Colony, I’d thought I had him figured out, but now he was even more of an enigma to me than he’d been during my teen years. He was still a classic Adonis, all lean muscle and chiseled features, but now his masculine perfection was marred by an angry red scar slashing across his face. It added a layer of menace to the confidence and sense of carefully honed power he usually exuded. He’d always been guarded, just like his sister, but since my abduction, he’d withdrawn further into himself. For the life of me, I couldn’t figure out why, and I didn’t know how to draw him back out. Even though he was never far from my side, emotionally, he was miles away. I missed him.
 
   I turned around, facing Zoe, and leaned my head on Wings’s shoulder. My need for girl talk, for Zoe to listen as I spilled out all of my gnawing worries and offer up her usual, no-nonsense advice, was becoming overwhelming. Should I just talk to her like everything’s normal? Can’t I just pretend she’s her? I really needed my Zo…
 
   “You’re staring at me,” Zoe said. She lowered her brush hand and, using her opposite fingers, tucked a flyaway that had escaped from her ponytail behind her ear. “Are you okay?”
 
   I blinked several times, noticing the excessive moisture in my eyes, and forced a smile. “I’m fine…I think.”
 
   Zoe shifted her feet and looked down at the dirt. She swiped ineffectively at a dark smudge staining her jeans. “You can cry…if you need to. I don’t mind. In fact, you can consider me your official shoulder to cry on.” She shrugged, meeting my eyes only briefly. “It’s the least I can do, since I’m pretty much otherwise inept…at everything.”
 
   The thundercloud thinned, just a little, and I started chuckling. That was something Zoe would have said; she’d always looked out for me, always been the first to comfort me when I needed it and the first to defend me when I couldn’t defend myself. Not that I didn’t try to defend myself. It was just that I was so damn small nobody was ever intimidated by me. And when I had made a point to stand up for myself or—shudder—lost my temper, I was pretty sure people saw me as the human version of a snarling Chihuahua. Not. Scary. At. All.
 
   From the way Zoe was watching me, it was obvious that she was unsure how to respond to my abrupt shift from verge of tears to genuine, if gentle, laughter. Her eyebrows drew down, and the corners of her mouth twitched. She smiled weakly. It was like she was trying to figure out how I wanted her to react—how the old Zoe would have reacted. For a moment, the disquiet I felt around her melted, and the only thing that mattered to me was making her feel comfortable.
 
   I pushed off Wings gently and stepped closer to Zoe, nudging her arm with my shoulder. “Don’t try so hard, Zo. Just do what feels natural and stop worrying about the rest of us and what we expect from you.” I flashed her a halfhearted grin. “We’ll figure it out as we go.” Empty platitudes for the most part, but from the way the tension around her eyes relaxed, I could tell the words meant something to Zoe. Apparently even crap friends could pull through every once in a while.
 
   Just as I was turning back to Wings to resume brushing her, I heard a dog barking. I craned my neck to see around Zoe and Shadow and spotted Jack trotting through the overgrown field beside our camp. He barked several more times as I watched him draw nearer.
 
   Without warning, something inside me snapped. A whoosh, like the most intense ear-popping imaginable, knocked the air out of me, and I doubled over. My Ability burnout wore off in an instant, and thousands upon thousands of sparks of awareness burst to life in my mind’s eye, a glowing galaxy representing all of the life forms around me. It was glorious. And unexpected. And so far beyond too much that I thought I might be crushed under the enormity of what I was sensing.
 
   Several things happened at once: Jack reached me, dancing a circle around me, his tail hanging low while he whined and chanted, “Mother? Mother! Mother?” in my mind; Zoe’s hand wrapped around my upper arm, the support she offered the only thing keeping me from doubling over completely; and Jason appeared before me, crouching and placing his hands on either side of my head.
 
   “Red?” Jason said. “Look at me, Dani. Open your eyes.” His hold on my head tightened.
 
   I hadn’t realized I’d squeezed my eyes shut until he told me to open them. I obeyed, clenching my jaw. Jason’s face, inches from mine, was carefully blank, but his eyes held a concern so wild and intense that it verged on panic.
 
   “What’s wrong?” His voice was low and even—too even. “What do you need?”
 
   I swallowed, despite my mouth and throat feeling unbearably dry. “My…Ability…too much,” I managed to say through gritted teeth. Something like this had happened once before; I’d overextended the reach of my telepathy and nearly lost myself to the collective pull of the minds around me. I should have been stronger now, especially after the painful but productive electrotherapy session I’d accidentally experienced back in the Colony. I should have been able to control my Ability, to pull back, to shut it off…to do something. But I couldn’t.
 
   As he’d done the last time, Jason acted as the grounding wire to my telepathic lightning rod. Using half of his Ability, he boosted mine, giving me back the control I so desperately needed. The magnetic lure of the minds around me waned, fading into the background.
 
   I took a deep breath, then another. Smiling, I filled my eyes with as much warmth as I could and placed my hand over one of Jason’s, giving it a gentle, grateful squeeze. “Thank—” My voice caught in my throat, and my chest clenched. Something was wrong.
 
   I couldn’t sense Jason.
 
   I looked at Zoe, feeling my eyes widen. I couldn’t sense either of them. I could sense the animals all around, but I couldn’t sense any human minds at all.
 
   “Red…?” Jason’s voice was soft, cautious.
 
   “You’re gone,” I whispered, feeling like I’d been kicked in the stomach. “You’re all gone.” I looked into Zoe’s piercing blue eyes. “Gone.” My voice sounded hollow.
 
   Zoe’s grip tightened on my arm. “Um…”
 
   Jason swiped the pads of his thumbs under my eyes, wiping away the tears of strain streaming down my cheeks. “Do you have control of it?” The concern filling his eyes intensified, and his calm expression cracked. “I’ve got to stop boosting you. Zoe…”
 
   Oh God. No. Reality slammed into me like a punch in the gut. Jason’s Ability had two parts: he could amplify others’ Abilities, like he was currently doing for me, or he could nullify them completely, but he couldn’t do both at the same time. If Zoe’s empathy kicked in as violently as my telepathy just had, and if she started feeling other people’s emotions and seeing their memories without knowing how to control it…
 
   I nodded vigorously. “I’m good. Help Z—”
 
   Without warning, Zoe gasped, and her hand clenched. Her fingernails dug into my arm.
 
   We were too late. The floodgates had opened.
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   ZOE
 
   MARCH 28, 1AE
 
   San Juan National Forest, Colorado
 
    
 
   I gasped as an unused part of my mind sparked to life. It seemed to shift and realign, jump-starting my true consciousness as if I’d been running on autopilot, but was now finally in control. Everything changed in the blink of an eye…I felt whole. At least more “myself” than I had since the others found me.
 
   For a brief moment, among the torrent of feelings and memories flooding my mind, I thought the old me might resurface, too. “I think I’m—” Getting my memories back? It was almost too much to hope for.
 
   As my mind spun, so did the onslaught of conflicting emotions—too random and unrecognizable to have been my own.
 
   “Dani,” I breathed. My eyes met hers, and I used the comfort I found in them as my anchor amid the impressions of foreign lifetimes competing for space in my mind. “Something’s…not right.” Dizziness enveloped me, and I gripped Dani’s arm more tightly, automatically reaching for Jason, too.
 
   “It’s your Ability, Zo,” Dani said, composed and reassuring. “Don’t fight it—you’ll only make it worse.”
 
   Images of Jason and Dani flickered in my head, but instead of trying to push them away, I let them come, vivid and countless as they were.
 
   With what felt like a breath of life, I inhaled, and everything in my mind’s eye sharpened. As unsteady as I felt, the clarity brought a sense of relief I hadn’t expected, and the dark recesses of my mind filled with colors and shapes and sounds—recollections of the past. Dani and Jason’s pasts, but not mine.
 
   “I’m so sorry, Zo,” Dani said, her fingers brushing softly over the back of my hand. “This is all my fault. Stupid…so stupid…”
 
   I could feel her guilt, and I shook my head, only vaguely aware of why she felt that way. Dani’s concern replaced my confusion, her curiosity and hope quickly following. Although I didn’t necessarily understand the onslaught, I welcomed it. Everything I saw—everything I felt—was new and unexplored; my mind, once an empty cave, suddenly housed echoes of the past, assembling them into an irrefutable truth that seemed to lighten the darkness and partially fill the lingering void inside me.
 
   But as abruptly as the emotions assaulted me, they vanished, and I felt empty again—the images and feelings were nothing more than fading memories.
 
   Disappointed, I turned to Jason. “You’re taking it away?”
 
   He exchanged a skeptical glance with Dani. “Yeah?” he said, sounding unsure.
 
   No longer needing to steady myself, I loosened my grasp on his arm and looked at him beseechingly. “Please don’t,” I said, self-conscious but needing this other part of me. “It feels…right.”
 
   Jason frowned. “Well…it’s your choice,” he mumbled, and although he seemed baffled, he nodded.
 
   In an instant, another flurry of guilt, frustration, and despair swirled around in my mind. I blinked, once again focusing on Dani as memories and feelings poured out of her. Like a camera shutter opening and closing, I saw Dani for the first time. Yes, she was a fiery, red-haired pixie with bright green eyes and a seemingly carefree nature, but she also felt lost and afraid and confused. I could feel everything—her undeniable love for Jason, and the relentless shadow of a not-too-long-ago broken heart. Inexplicably, I shared her longing to see the woman who’d raised her, her grandma who was gone, and her yearning to speak with her one last time. And then I saw an image of the dead little girl, haunting Dani and flooding her with guilt.
 
   My best friend, who I only knew from her coalescing memories and our stilted conversations over the past week, stood in front of me, and now I understood why she seemed to cry at the drop of a hat. Her emotions were so raw, rampant, and fierce that they almost brought tears to my eyes.
 
   Enthralled by the insight I felt bringing me closer to Dani, I vaguely registered Jason walking away.
 
   I blinked again.
 
   “Zo?” Dani’s hand rested on my shoulder, sending acute waves of anxiety and eagerness rippling through me. “Are you alright?” Her voice teetered between panic and remorse, and I could feel the questions practically jumping off her tongue. She was hoping that my memories had returned, but felt guilty for thinking it, and she was worried she’d accidently and irrevocably hurt me.
 
   Forcing myself, I smiled, if a little weakly, and refocused on her imploring eyes. “Yeah, I am. I’m fine. Better than fine, actually.”
 
   “Are you sure?”
 
   Nodding, I tried to reassure her. “I can see and feel it all so clearly.”
 
   “Like you can feel what I’m feeling?” A burst of apprehension flared inside her.
 
   I bit the inside of my cheek, trying to articulate it. “It’s more than that,” I said, my voice tinged with excitement. “There are images…like memories, too…”
 
   Dani’s eyes lit with hope. “You remember?”
 
   Crap. I sighed and shook my head, feeling a tidal wave of excitement recede between the two of us. “No, I don’t remember,” I admitted, watching the light in her eyes dim. “I still don’t remember anything from before the golf course…but I see you, Dani. I see you and me…my dad and Jason.” I shook my head. “It’s the strangest, most horrifyingly amazing thing I’ve ever experienced.”
 
   Although I had no attachment to the memories themselves, Dani’s profound intimacy with each impression made me feel like I’d found a small piece of myself within them. “It’s like I was there…when you were sick and Jason found you…and then when you were alone and at Grams’s house.” I tried to shake away the overwhelming fog in my head. “There’s so much…”
 
   Dani eyed me curiously, her fingers stroking the sling cradling her injured arm.
 
   “I can feel your pain,” I said, studying her black removable cast. “I can see what happened at the Colony. I feel like I finally understand what’s going on.”
 
   Dani’s eyes widened as fear replaced her curiosity, and the jumble of images focused, a tumultuous memory flashing prominently through her mind.
 
    
 
   Dani stood in a stark office, a perfectly organized desk separating her from Dr. Wesley, who was sitting behind it.
 
   The doctor eyed Dani warily. “So you know?”
 
   Dani felt a pulse of rage. “That Zoe and Jason are your kids? Yeah…”
 
    
 
   Another more vivid memory immediately followed.
 
    
 
   In the same office, Dr. Wesley still seated behind the desk and Dani standing opposite her, the doctor’s features hardened into a frown. “If your actions kill my children, then everything I’ve done to keep them safe will have been for naught. That’s on you.”
 
   Dani shook her head, so much hurt and anger filling her that she could barely speak. “Zo and Jason might blame themselves for everyone’s deaths if they knew about you, but I don’t. I blame you,” she seethed and stormed to the door.
 
   “Would you rather I’d killed myself, thus killing the two people you love so dearly? Gregory would have found another geneticist to engineer his virus, and everyone would’ve died anyway.”
 
    
 
   The memory faded, leaving in its place violent emotions tangled in my gut, nearly bringing me to my knees.
 
   Dr. Wesley is my mom… I’d completely forgotten that.
 
   Dani took a step closer. “We can’t tell him,” she whispered as her eyes darted around us. “He can’t know about your mom, Zo, not yet.”
 
   I hedged. “But she’s our mom, Dani. He’ll be furious if we don’t tell him, won’t he?” Lacking any tangible connection to Jason, I still wanted to do what was right, and I’d seen enough of his silent tantrums in her memories to know this instance would be no exception.
 
   “She’s your mom and she killed nearly everyone to keep you guys safe.” Dani closed her eyes and took a deep breath, her eyes pleading when she reopened them. “Please, Zo. Don’t say anything. He’s not ready. Can’t you see…can’t you feel it?” Dani’s acute panic and desperation were nearly overwhelming.
 
   Rough laughter startled me, and I glanced over to the cart to see Jason and Carlos chatting as they sat on the bench, whittling. Although I had the impression that Jason wouldn’t want me to pry around inside his head, I needed to; I needed to understand why Dani was so adamant to keep the truth from him.
 
   Focusing beyond her swirling emotions, I searched for Jason’s. While Dani’s were easy to access, an invisible wall surrounded Jason’s, cold and excruciatingly controlled. I focused harder. It was difficult with Dani so close, her emotions so intense, but I could see and feel just enough from Jason to understand. There had been too much heartache, and too many lies and surprises to unleash another tumultuous mess on him while he was already so distraught.
 
   Like he could somehow sense my cerebral intrusion, Jason stopped whittling for a moment and glanced over at me. The instant his knowing eyes met mine, the invisible wall protecting his mind solidified, blocking me out completely.
 
   Standing there, with only a brief impression of who he was fresh in my mind, I felt closer to him than I probably ever would have had my Ability remained dormant. And I understood; Dani was right. Learning that our mom was still alive, that she’d made the choice to leave when Jason was a young child, and that she’d been the cause of so much death would devastate him, especially while the real me wasn’t around to help bear the weight of the discovery.
 
   Dani clutched my hand, silently pleading with me to keep quiet as Jason glanced between us.
 
   With a quick squeeze in return, I reassured her of my silence, at least for a while.
 
   Harper and Chris emerged from the nearest cluster of trees, chatting amiably as they made their way back to camp with armfuls of firewood. When Harper’s eyes found mine, his relaxed expression tensed, and he hurried over to us.
 
   “You doing okay, Baby Girl?” His expression was pinched with worry—a look I’d grown weary of over the last few days. “You’re pale.”
 
   “I’m fine,” I said, waving his concern away. There was nothing like a resurgence of forgotten memories and pitying glances to make me feel like the most pathetic woman in the world.
 
   As I took a few steps toward Harper and Chris, I stumbled, the bombardment of their worries, memories, and emotions throwing me off kilter. Dropping his armful of firewood, Harper jogged the final few steps between us to lend me a supporting hand.
 
   I snickered. Yep, I’m pathetic.
 
   “I’m okay,” I said. “It’s just my Ability…it’s a little overwhelming, and my head’s frazzled…I think.”
 
   “So, Jason’s not…” Chris glanced over at my brother. “A little advanced notice would’ve been nice,” she grumbled, though I didn’t really understand her spike of irritation.
 
   “It was an accident,” Dani chimed in, sounding tired. She patted Wings’s neck. “I’ll send Wings and Shadow out to pasture with the other horses, then head over and warn”—Dani’s gaze flicked to me, and her cheeks reddened as shame emanated from her—“tell the others.” After a brief moment, the sound of lazy, clomping hooves retreated behind me.
 
   Harper helped me over to lean against a lone tree trunk growing along the edge of the pond. His memories and feelings resonated within me, and I mentally waded through the streaming information, effortlessly absorbing pieces of who he was. He was so good and confident and calm; I couldn’t help but admire him.
 
   “You sure you’re alright, Baby Girl?” he asked, scanning me as I gripped the trunk of the tree.
 
   “Yeah. I’m okay, really.” I blushed at being the center of unwanted attention.
 
   With a pat on my shoulder, Chris excused herself and headed over to join Jason and Carlos. I hadn’t missed her and Harper’s silent, charged exchange before she walked away. Their growing connection was impossible to miss, especially when I could feel their mutual attraction.
 
   Harper glanced over at Chris’s retreating form, appraising her covertly, or so he thought. When he noticed me eyeing him, he smiled, a knowing glint in his peridot-colored eyes.
 
   “Interesting,” I said, eyebrows raised in amusement.
 
   He nudged my shoulder with his. “You see too much,” he said and waggled his eyebrows.
 
   I knew that was true, so all I could do was shrug. “I’m still learning how to navigate this whole Ability thing,” I said.
 
   He winked at me. “You’ll get the hang of it.”
 
   “And in the meantime, you’ll all avoid me like I’m a leper?” I asked acerbically. Being bitter wouldn’t help, but it was hard not to be when people were suddenly running as far away from me as possible, despite their smiles.
 
   “Everyone just needs time, Baby Girl, including you. You’ll get the hang of it, and if not, they’ll warm up to it eventually.”
 
   “I sure hope so,” I muttered.
 
   Tavis’s laughter rumbled on the faint breeze, and I could hear him and Sam bantering back and forth. After a quick glance around, I spotted them walking along the other side of the reservoir, water jugs in their hands. The still water began to ripple, and I realized I hadn’t noticed the wind pick up.
 
   “Whatever,” Sam said.
 
   I smiled as they drew closer. Their companionable chatter was familiar, the one feeling I yearned for the most. I welcomed the sense of comfort that came with the sounds of their voices.
 
   “Not true,” Tavis said with a laugh as they approached. “You’d never beat me if it weren’t for your Ability, mate, and that’s a fact.”
 
   Sam sighed, his annoyance making me smile. “You’re just using that as an excuse.”
 
   “As if!” Tavis said with half a laugh.
 
   “Even Zoe’s a better shot than you,” Sam said. “At least she was.”
 
   Tavis stopped mid-step, appalled by Sam’s comment. “Not even true, and your Ability gives you an unfair advantage.”
 
   Sam laughed. “You’re just mad because you don’t know what your Ability is yet.”
 
   “What? Grayson doesn’t know what his Ability is either.” Narrowing his eyes to slits, Tavis tried not to smile. “Maybe we’re Crazies…”
 
   “That’s what I was thinking,” Sam said.
 
   Looking to me and Harper, Tavis shook his head. “Can you believe this kid? He has supersonic hearing and can see a mile away, and he thinks I’m using it as an excuse.”
 
   Unbidden, a soft chuckle escaped from my throat. “I just don’t understand why you’re not improving your archery skills, Tavis. I mean, Sam seems like a good teacher. Maybe it is you.”
 
   “I can’t bloody believe it,” Tavis said, peering up into the sky and spreading his arms like someone might actually care enough about his aiming issues to listen. “I taught the kid everything he knows, and suddenly I’m the one who needs to practice.” He tsked and shook his head. “Cheeky little bugger.” A wolfish grin spread across his face, and he and Sam sauntered closer, stopping beside Harper and me.
 
   Harper rumpled my hair, messing up my ponytail. “If you’re alright, Baby Girl, I’m gonna head back to camp.” He glanced at Chris again, who was still standing with Jason and Carlos, before he turned to Tavis. “Her Ability’s back online,” he cautioned, and I sighed involuntarily. My presence warrants a warning now—great.
 
   Taking a deep breath, I tried to remind myself that while others’ memories helped me feel a little more like a member of the group, being so emotionally exposed wasn’t something most people would appreciate.
 
   “Do you remember us yet?” Sam asked as he crouched and picked at the burs in his shoestrings.
 
   I bit at the inside of my cheek and felt my eyebrows draw together. “No,” I admitted. “Not yet.” I didn’t bother telling him that I knew he’d won his first blue ribbon in a relay race in third grade, and that his sister, Anastasia, had been born a year and half ago, and that his father had died from the Virus right before his mother had been raped and killed by Crazies. I knew all of that, but had no recollection of him from my past. “But do you think you can work with me on my archery? From what Harper tells me, I used be a decent shot. I could use a skill or a pastime or…something, at least until my memories get sorted out.”
 
   Sam peered up at me. “Yeah, we might as well.” He paused, squinting one eye as he studied me. “Do you think you’ll really get your memories back?”
 
   Shrugging, I said, “I’m not really sure. I’m still trying to piece things together. It’s weird to see myself with everyone…to watch their memories play out like a movie, but still not actually recall any of it.”
 
   Tavis crossed his arms over his chest and stared at me, contemplating. “Why not stop trying to figure out the past, and try embracing the way things are now? You can’t change anything that’s happened, and you have no idea how long this ‘issue’ might last. You might never be your old self again,” he said matter-of-factly.
 
   I looked into Tavis’s inquisitive blue eyes. “I haven’t thought about it like that.”
 
   “Well,” Sam said, “I want you to get your memory back.”
 
   “Yeah? And why’s that?” I asked.
 
   Sam took a deep, thoughtful breath. “For starters, you can’t hold up your part of our deal like this,” he said somberly.
 
   “Our deal?”
 
   “Yeah.” He shrugged. “You’re supposed to teach me how to draw, and I’m supposed to help you with your archery.” Sam seemed annoyed by the inconvenience of my memory loss, but I could tell he was more disappointed than upset with me.
 
   “Well,” I ventured, “I can try—”
 
   Sam was shaking his head before I could even finish my train of thought.
 
   “No?”
 
   He looked at me, a yeah-right expression on his face. “Do you even know if you can still draw?”
 
   I feigned offense. “Well, no, not exactly. I haven’t thought to try. I can still do other things.”
 
   “Just trust me,” Sam said.
 
   “Well, you’re an…honest kid, I’ll give you that much. There’s no beating around the bush with you.”
 
   Sam only shrugged again, and Tavis chuckled.
 
   “Sam keeps things interesting,” Tavis said, his tone more affectionate than I thought he realized, and a great big smile engulfed my face. Being around them made me happy; it was a welcome distraction from the awkwardness I felt around the others.
 
   “A girl could get used to hanging out with the two of you,” I said.
 
   It was then that I noticed Jake and Cooper striding over from the other side of the pond. Jake’s gaze shifted between Tavis and me.
 
   The look in his eyes sobered me instantly. There was something about him, regardless of the fact that I couldn’t remember him or the “us” I’d been told about, that made my insides flutter with anticipation. I took a step closer to him.
 
   “Hi,” I said a little breathily. We’d barely spoken, and I always seemed to struggle with what to say to him.
 
   Being around him made me want more than ever to have my memories back, to be able to understand the feelings I thought I could almost feel somewhere deep inside me whenever he was nearby. Or is it all just in my head? It was impossible to say, but I wished, more than was probably healthy, that one day I might know.
 
   If we were a couple, I should just talk to him. I didn’t see any harm in that. He didn’t bite…at least not that I was aware of.
 
   Jake’s eyes passed over Sam and Tavis to land on me, and a tight smile pulled at his lips. His dark gaze focused on me like he was trying to see inside me, trying to figure me out.
 
   “Hey, Coop,” Sam called and shuffled over to the husky, patting the dog’s head and rumpling his scruffy neck. “Wanna play fetch?”
 
   Jake smiled down at Sam as the boy fawned over Cooper, but I wondered what brewed beneath the surface of Jake’s composed demeanor. His eyes were telling, I just hadn’t figured out how to read them yet.
 
   Just as I was about to push away from the tree I was leaning against, Sam jumped up to his feet, brushing his hands off on his pants. “Did you hear? Zoe’s Ability’s back.”
 
   Jake’s smile faltered, and his gaze darted from Sam to me. “No,” he said. “I didn’t.” His hands flexed at his sides.
 
   “Not her memory yet, but the rest of her.”
 
   I thought I should probably talk to Jake about us before too much more time passed and the distance continued to grow between us. But just as I was about to ask him if we could go somewhere to talk, he turned and walked away, calling for Cooper over his shoulder.
 
   Slouching back against the tree, I sighed. Or not.
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   JAKE
 
   MARCH 28, 1AE
 
   San Juan National Forest, Colorado
 
    
 
   Lost in a tornado of thought, Jake swung an archaic, rusted axe, splintering the last of the firewood into stackable, burnable pieces—probably more pieces than were actually necessary. His palms were raw, but he welcomed the burn, the distraction.
 
   The sun had just set behind the serrated mountaintops, and the brisk, evening air against his sweat-dampened skin helped take the edge off of a day filled with problematic surprises.
 
   Jake crouched and gathered as much of the firewood into his arms as he could carry and headed over to the wood stacked on top of one of the carts. Cooper raised his head from snoozing, no doubt hopeful it was time to go lie by the campfire, where it was warm and there were plenty of people to pet him.
 
   “Not yet, buddy,” Jake said as he unloaded the armful of wood.
 
   Watching Zoe, wondering what the hell she was thinking, had become almost unbearable over the past week. Simply talking to her about what had happened, about them, proved harder than he’d imagined. If she wasn’t laughing with Tavis, she was with Dani learning the ropes in their new world, or Chris was prodding around in Zoe’s brain, trying to figure out exactly how much damage Clara had done. And since the blood transfusion they’d tried a few nights ago hadn’t done a damn thing to repair her shattered memory, he was beginning to lose hope that she would ever be the same.
 
   The good things are worth fighting for, Joe, his guardian during the year after his mom died, had told him once. It was a motto Jake lived by, but now that Zoe’s Ability was back, Jake wasn’t sure fighting for her was the best thing for her. He was worried about what she might feel or see when she was around him, and he didn’t want to scare the hell out of her before she even had time to get to know him—or herself—again.
 
   But Zoe wasn’t the only complication he was dealing with. Having Gabe and Becca suddenly back in his life was almost more than he could handle. His sister was still different, and looked at him like he was a complete stranger. And Gabe…Jake shook his head. He didn’t want to think about Gabe, which was easy enough.
 
   As usual, his thoughts returned to Zoe. Over the months he’d known the teal-eyed, raven-haired beauty, she’d become his home. But she didn’t tease him anymore, and her maddening stubbornness and innate devotion to those she loved was nonexistent.
 
   Resting the axe on its head, Jake let the handle fall to the ground. He exhaled and scrubbed both hands over his stubbled face.
 
   A shadowed figure came toward him from the copse of trees a few dozen yards away. Cooper was up and running toward it before Jake even realized it was Gabe. He was carrying an armful of firewood that he let fall to the ground as he stopped in front of Jake.
 
   Needing to put some distance between them, Jake decided it was time to call it a night, and he reached for his jacket draped over the cart.
 
   “I need you to know something,” Gabe said quietly. Jake turned around to find Gabe crouched and leaning on the discarded axe.
 
   Jake clenched his jaw, contemplating whether or not it would be best to simply walk away.
 
   Gabe sighed and rested one elbow on his knee, letting his hand drape in front of him. “I know you won’t forgive me,” he said. “But I am sorry. I didn’t want any of this to happen. If I’d known what Becca was going to do…” After a short pause, he shook his head. “I did everything I could to help her in the Colony.”
 
   “And Dani?”
 
   Gabe let a despondent chuckle escape from his throat. “Like I had a choice? Don’t you get it? I had to bring her in—to protect your sister.” In an instant, Gabe was on his feet. “Everything I’ve done has been to protect Becca. The General—he would have tortured her. He did torture her. If I hadn’t brought him a two-way telepath…you don’t want to know…” Seeming to deflate, Gabe let out a humorless laugh. “And poor Dani was the one to pay for my loyalty to Becca…to you.”
 
   “Loyalty? Loyalty would have been telling us what the hell was going on in the first place, not bringing armed fucking soldiers into my house…not letting them knock me out, then disappearing and taking my sister’s body with you.” Jake gestured toward the campfire, where everyone was gathered. “What happened to Dani isn’t on me and Becca—it’s on you.”
 
   For a moment, Gabe said nothing. “I know.”
 
   His hopeless tone affected Jake more than he wanted it to. “How the hell did you get yourself in this mess to begin with?”
 
   Gabe looked at Jake, his eyes silver in the moonlight. “I’d been researching Abilities for a while, but I didn’t know about the General’s plan until the Virus was already spreading. When you called and told me Becca was sick, it was right when I’d started putting the pieces together…” He looked away. “They wouldn’t let me off base without an armed escort. I came—brought them—because I wanted to help her, and I didn’t have much of a choice.”
 
   Jake pinned Gabe in place with an accusatory glare and allowed himself to ask the one question that outweighed all others. “Did you know they’d turn Becca into a Re-gen?”
 
   Gabe returned his glare. “No, Jake, I didn’t. I didn’t know she’d kill herself, either, or that they’d knock you out or appropriate her body.” He was breathing harder. “Do you know how I left your house that night?” He paused. “At gunpoint. I wasn’t going to leave you, not passed out…I thought you were dying, but there was nothing I could do. I couldn’t let them take Becca. I was barely able to write that goddamn note before I was escorted out.”
 
   Jake was speechless, more than stunned by Gabe’s admission.
 
   Gabe sighed, and his voice softened. “In case you lived…I needed to warn you, and I knew you would go to the gun cabinet.” He was quiet for a moment, leaving Jake’s thoughts to reel. Finally, he took a deep breath. “You’re my brother in every way that matters, Jake—always have been, and always will be. Nothing could change that, not even you hating me for the rest of your life.”
 
   Jake leaned against the cart, crossed his arms over his chest, and sighed, expelling months’ worth of anger and betrayal and hurt. Having no idea what to say, he stood there in awe, the orchestra of crickets the only thing filling the silence. He was surprised by how quickly things seemed to shift, and how grateful he suddenly felt to be standing only a few yards away from his friend again, despite all that had happened.
 
   Jake shook his head. “What does Becca know?”
 
   Gabe shook his head, and he ran his hand through his loose hair, a nervous habit he’d had since childhood. “Nothing. She has no idea who I am, or that I’ve been looking out for her. To her, I’m just Dr. McLaughlin.” He lowered his hand. “And I swear I had nothing to do with what happened to Zoe. If I could do something, help somehow—”
 
   “I know,” Jake said. He knew Clara hadn’t needed any incentive to hurt Zoe. “I know,” he repeated. Not wanting to think about all the bad decisions he’d made and how they kept returning to bite him in the ass, Jake grabbed his jacket. “Thank you,” he said and turned to head back to camp. “Come on, Coop.”
 
   Voices and laughter carried on the breeze as Jake drew closer to camp. Cooper rushed past him, heading straight for Becca and Carlos, who were chatting by the chuck wagon. Despite Jake’s best efforts, his eyes automatically sought out Zoe. She was sitting by the fire, her hair wet and hanging around her shoulders. Sam was sitting beside her, and both had pencils in their hands and sketchbooks on their laps.
 
   Jake’s heart ached at the sight of her smiling with the kid. And when he noticed Tavis leaning over Sam’s shoulder, misery cemented in the pit of his stomach.
 
   As if he’d voiced the thought, Zoe’s gaze shifted up to his. Her smile vanished, making him feel like an intruder, and her eyes grew wide and questioning. Instinctively, he offered her a curt nod before he turned and strode for his tent.
 
   “Hello,” came a soft, raspy voice.
 
   Jake turned around to find Becca standing directly behind him. He let out a shaky breath. He was still getting used to seeing his sister’s gray eyes, no longer the violet color he’d been used to growing up.
 
   Jake’s hands found his pockets as he stood there, feeling an uneasy excitement.
 
   “Are you hungry?” she asked, offering him a bowl of stew. “I noticed that you have not eaten much today, and you have been overworking yourself.”
 
   He eyed her curiously, wondering if it was concern that slightly changed the cadence of her voice. “Aren’t you hungry?” He gestured to the bowl.
 
   Becca smiled timidly and shook her head, her wavy brown hair brushing against her shoulders. “I’ve already eaten. This”—she took a step closer—“is for you.” Her eyes shifted between Jake and the bowl. “Please, take it.”
 
   Realizing she might take his surprise as some sort of rejection of her kindness, Jake offered her a grateful smile. “I’m starving. Thanks.” He wrapped his fingers around the warm bowl and walked back toward the fire, lowering himself into an empty chair and accepting a red- and white-checkered napkin from Becca as well.
 
   “Sarah has been teaching me how to cook,” Becca said as she pulled over a chair to sit beside him. A faint scent of herbs wafted off of her.
 
   Becca had never been much of a cook; neither of them had, and Jake wondered if that happened to be the only thing about her that hadn’t changed. He stared down into the bowl and then back up at her, hesitant.
 
   When her eyes met his again, they were expectant.
 
   Clearing his throat, Jake took a deep breath, leaned forward, and put a spoonful of stew into his mouth. The broth was warm and salty…and surprisingly delicious. He looked at his sister askance.
 
   She was fidgeting beside him, worrying her bottom lip. “Well,” she said, “what do you think?”
 
   After chewing and swallowing a hunk of meat, Jake took another bite. “It’s good,” he said, proud of Becca’s effort to become part of the group. He was comforted by the fact that she was going to the trouble to have a conversation with him, too. “It’s really good.”
 
   Becca smiled. “I am glad.”
 
   “You like cooking, then?” he asked, taking another mouthful.
 
   Her brow furrowed, and she looked at his bowl thoughtfully. “I think I do,” she said. “At least, I do not dislike it.”
 
   “Good.” He offered her a reassuring smile before taking another bite.
 
   Becca sat beside him while he ate, watching him intently. Although he wondered what she was thinking, he didn’t want to push her, so he sat with her in companionable silence.
 
   “Jake,” she finally said.
 
   His gaze shifted to her as he swallowed another spoonful.
 
   “I wanted you to know that I am sorry.”
 
   Nearly choking, he set his spoon down and wiped his mouth with his napkin. “You’re sorry for what?” he asked.
 
   Becca’s eyes focused on his. “For not remembering.”
 
   Jake was the one who’d gotten her into this mess. He looked away from her and into the fire, frustration resurfacing as the events of the past couple months came crashing back down on him. “It’s not your fault, Becca. None of this is. I should’ve—”
 
   “Perhaps not,” she interrupted and placed her hand on his arm. “But it still hurts you.”
 
   Jake was surprised she cared much about that; she’d been reticent to believe all he’d told her about her past in the first place.
 
   “Although I do not have strong emotions like you and some of the others seem to have, I cannot imagine what it must be like to have me sitting beside you with no recollection of our past together. And now…” her eyes traveled over to Zoe.
 
   Jake’s chest tightened.
 
   “I know it is not easy for you, and I am sorry there is nothing I can do to help.”
 
   Her final words to him the night she’d bled out in his arms coalesced in his mind, and he wanted so badly to know something. “You told me, that night—the last night I saw you—that I would save her, but that I would also kill her.” He paused. “Do you have any idea why you said that or what it meant?” Every time Jake thought the moment Becca had warned him of had come and gone and that Zoe would finally be safe, something would happen that would make him doubt the danger had past.
 
   Becca closed her eyes and shook her head. “No, I am sorry.”
 
   Appetite waning, Jake set the half-eaten bowl in his lap. “You don’t have to be sorry, Becca. You—”
 
   “The way you look at her,” Becca interrupted him again. “You keep your distance when you should not.”
 
   Jake collected himself, a little stunned by Becca’s adamancy, then his gaze darted to Zoe once again. Like before, her eyes drifted to his. “I don’t want to scare her,” he admitted.
 
   “Why would she be scared?”
 
   “She’s not the same, I can see it in her eyes. She won’t understand what she sees…what she feels.”
 
   When Becca said nothing, he met his sister’s confused stare. “You mean, your feelings for her? Why should that scare her?”
 
   “Wouldn’t you be?”
 
   “Scared?”
 
   He nodded.
 
   “I am scared right now. I know no one, just as she does not. But I am still curious. I still want to remember. I want to understand the truth…to understand who I am.”
 
   Jake closed his gaping mouth. “You do?”
 
   Becca nearly smiled again. “It is hard to predict another person’s feelings, is it not?” She frowned infinitesimally. “You cannot protect her from what is. You can only help her understand. If I said such a thing to you…before”—Becca glanced quickly to Zoe—“then there was a reason, I am certain of it, but it could very well already have come to pass.”
 
   Jake gave Becca a quizzical look. “Won’t it be overwhelming for her to learn about us if she doesn’t even remember me? I’m a complete stranger to her.”
 
   Becca’s eyes brightened with understanding, and she smiled sympathetically. “You are assuming she will reject you.”
 
   “Hell yeah, I am.”
 
   His sister tilted her head. “And what if she doesn’t? What if she accepts you instead?” she asked fluidly without her stilted, formal inflection. “Shouldn’t she get to decide how she feels?”
 
   Jake frowned this time. When he realized his sister’s eyes were gleaming with an emotion he couldn’t quite place, he couldn’t help but think she knew something he didn’t, and the hope that swelled inside him scared him shitless. Sighing, he leaned forward, knowing that allowing Zoe to see his memories could create an irreparable fissure between them.
 
   “I should go,” Becca said abruptly and rose, taking his bowl.
 
   Surprised, Jake straightened and glanced up at her. He was about to ask her to stay when he noticed Zoe slowly approaching from the other side of the fire. Her hands tapped at her sides, and her gaze fixed on the ground. Her face was relaxed, unmarred by the worry lines he was so used to. She smiled at Becca as they passed one another. Jake watched her approach with bated breath.
 
   “Hey,” Zoe said, exactly as she had the day she’d walked into the auto shop at Fort Knox, the same uncertain, beautifully curious and awkward look on her face. But when she finally made eye contact with him, Jake couldn’t help but notice that the usual, mischievous gleam was gone.
 
   Jake smoothed his palms over his thighs and moved to stand.
 
   Zoe held up her hand to stop him. “Please, don’t get up.” She shook her head, causing her hair to fall in front of her eyes. She let it hang around her face like it was a shield and stared down at the camping chair beside his. “This is so silly, isn’t it?” she said and finally met his gaze. There was something about the look on her face that prevented him from speaking.
 
   Automatically, she started to lower herself into the chair beside him, then froze. Eyebrows lifted and eyes filled with what Jake thought might be embarrassment, she cleared her throat. “Sorry,” she said, and shook her head as she let out a nervous breath. “Do you mind if I sit?”
 
   “Of course not,” Jake said. He had to resist the urge to brush her hair away from her eyes, to pull her closer, to hold her hand, to do something that was them.
 
   Finally, gathering the loose strands of her hair behind her head, Zoe twisted them away from her face before she let them fall and unfurl down her back. She dropped her hands into her lap, took a long, deep breath, and closed her eyes.
 
   Jake wanted to reach out to her, to offer her some sort of reassurance. But then she tilted her head to the side and peered into his eyes, which surprised him.
 
   “You’re avoiding me—” she said as he began, “How are you feel—”
 
   She smiled at him and licked her lips as she rested her elbows on her knees. “It’s weird,” she said, blushing.
 
   “Which part?” Jake asked, knowing everything she’d learned about her life—about the world—was probably equally difficult to grasp.
 
   Biting the inside of her cheek, she studied him for a moment. “You’re more difficult to read than the others,” she finally admitted.
 
   Jake felt a sudden flood of relief.
 
   “Well, except for Jason. But…” She waved the idea of her brother away. “Look, Jake…I know I’m not her, but I—” She gazed up at him thoughtfully. “I don’t want you to have to feel like you can’t be around me. I mean, if you still want to be. I don’t want you to avoid me like the plague unless you…ya know…”
 
   “I’m not avoiding you, not exactly,” he finally said. “I want to give you your space…a chance to get used to things.”
 
   Zoe shook her head. “You’re all so worried I’ll see too much, so you avoid me. It just makes everything worse…harder.” She bent her knee and pulled it up, hugging it against her chest. “I want to feel normal, but how can I when everyone acts differently around me, when everyone tries to censor themselves…their memories?” She stared into the fire, lost in thought.
 
   Jake watched her as she bit the inside of her cheek. He’d never thought about it in that way.
 
   When he didn’t reply, Zoe peered at him, her eyes softening. “I know this must be hard for you, too, and I’m sorry I don’t remember you or us. But maybe if you just give me some time…” Her eyebrows pinched together, and her voice sounded near pleading.
 
   Jake studied her a moment. “I don’t want to rush you,” he said, and he forced himself to say the next words, wanting, more than anything, to comfort her. “You’ll remember…soon.”
 
   Zoe offered him a weak smile. “Maybe.” Her ambiguity was evident.
 
   “You don’t think so?”
 
   Zoe shrugged. “I feel like it would’ve happened already, but…” She shook her head, her hair falling around her face again. “Anyway, I just wanted you to know that you don’t have to avoid me…”
 
   Abruptly, she rose, and without thought, Jake reached for her hand.
 
   When she froze and glanced down at his fingers entwined with hers, a weak smile tugged at her lips. She cleared her throat. “Goodnight,” she whispered.
 
   “Goodnight,” he said, and he thought he felt Zoe squeeze his fingers slightly before letting go and walking away. He tried not to let his heart swell with too much hope as she returned to her spot on the other side of the fire, Sam and Tavis laughing with one another and smiling at her as she plopped down between them.
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   DANI
 
   MARCH 28, 1AE
 
   San Juan National Forest, Colorado
 
    
 
   I sat atop the bench of the chuck wagon, the highest spot in camp, keeping watch by staring out at the moonlit field of tall grasses and the wooded foothills beyond that. Not that the “keeping watch” part of keeping watch was strictly necessary now that my Ability had returned, even only partially; dozens of nocturnal creatures were linked into my telepathic network, ready to alert me of any incoming two-legs, and their senses were so much better than mine, even when I was paying super close attention. Which, I was a little ashamed to admit, I definitely wasn’t doing at the moment.
 
   Part of me was wondering what Jason was doing, since he’d originally been scheduled to be my watch partner tonight, and part of me couldn’t get enough of basking in the gentle touch of the non-human minds all around me. It was one of those things I hadn’t truly appreciated until I’d thought it was gone, maybe forever. I couldn’t help but dwell on the possibility that my relationship with Jason might be headed in that same direction.
 
   Apparently I was paying too much attention to those things, and not nearly enough to my surroundings. Someone touched my knee—clearly not a “dangerous” someone, since the animals hadn’t warned me, but that didn’t stop me from being startled. My left elbow nicked the armrest, and just that small impact sent a shock of pain branching out along my forearm.
 
   “Owww…” I scrunched up my face. Which also hurt, thanks to Clara getting a little too slap-happy with me during my time in one of the Colony’s subterranean interrogation rooms.
 
   “Careful,” Carlos murmured as he hauled himself up onto the wagon’s bench seat. He draped an arm over my shoulders and tucked me close against his side. Since my escape, he’d been hovering around me nearly as much as Jason had been, but unlike Jason, Carlos hadn’t built an impenetrable fortress—with a mote and alligators—around his emotions. Having Carlos around was comforting rather than draining. In the several months since we’d freed him from the mind-controlling clutches of a madwoman, he’d become the little brother I never had.
 
   I smiled up at him. He was a good half-foot taller than me, despite being only sixteen. But then, pretty much everyone was taller than me. Even Sam was taller than me, and he was only ten. I sighed my most damsel-in-distress sigh. “What would I ever do without you?”
 
   “You don’t want me to answer that.” Carlos’s tone was dry, but one corner of his mouth quirked upward.
 
   My eyes narrowed. “Smart-ass.” Inside, I grinned, just a little. At least Jason’s sullenness wasn’t rubbing off on his protégée like his general mess-with-me-and-I’ll-rip-your-face-off attitude and absolutely filthy mouth were.
 
   “So where is Jason, anyway? Not that I’m disappointed to have you join me, but he was supposed to be my partner for first watch…”
 
   Carlos gave my shoulders a squeeze. “He fell asleep after dinner, when you were off with Zoe and Chris at the creek.” He chuckled softly. “He was just sitting by the fire, his head hanging down like this.” Carlos’s arm slipped away, and he mimed nodding off with his chin lowered to his chest. “So I offered to take his place. He’s passed out in your tent.”
 
   He scooted over, putting a few inches between us. “So, um…I haven’t really been using my Ability since the breakout thing. I mean, I don’t know if you noticed or anything…”
 
   I had noticed, mostly because I’d been told about his Ability—that he had some sort of control over electricity—but other than knowing he’d knocked the power out during the escape from the Colony, I’d yet to see him use it up close. He’d overexerted it, resulting in Ability burnout just like me, but his had come back online days ago. He seemed reluctant to use it, and I assumed it was because he feared he would burn it out again.
 
   “I noticed,” I told him with a slow nod, continuing to scan the circle of colorful tents that made up our camp and the darkness surrounding them. “Sure, I’m totally curious to see you work your electricity mojo, but I’ve lost access to my Ability a couple times now, and I get it—losing it, even for just a little while…” I shook my head. “It’s like going blind or deaf…or getting a hand chopped off, you know? You think about it—miss it—all the time, because it’s not there.” I sighed. And sometimes, when it comes back, it’s broken, I didn’t say.
 
   Carlos crossed his arms over his chest and stared out at the horses, who were milling around in the overgrown grasses. “I guess, yeah, I was scared of losing it again. At first, I mean. I thought using it might burn it out again, and then I started thinking…what if something happens and, like, those people take you again—take any of us—and we have to do it all over again? What if that happened, and I couldn’t send out an EMP blast?”
 
   I studied his profile, thinking I should probably say something comforting or wise or Grams-like. Nothing. I couldn’t think of a single thing to say. I touched my hand to the silver medallion hanging around my neck; it had belonged to Grams, and I was hoping to draw on some of her maternal wisdom through it. Nope; no such luck.
 
   Carlos shrugged, still not looking at me. “But then I—” He met my eyes for the briefest moment and laughed a soft, humorless laugh. “It was like I could hear my sister yelling at me, telling me I was being stupid, that it was okay to be scared, but not to let it rule me, you know?”
 
   It was the first time he’d ever mentioned a sister, but it wasn’t a surprise that he’d never mentioned her before. Not many of my companions spent much time talking about the people they’d lost, myself included. Talking about it made it seem that much more real, that much fresher; it made us really acknowledge the fact that we would never see any of them again. Because of Zo and Jason’s mom…
 
   “So I started practicing again. Turning stuff on, sending out small EM pulses, and, well…” Carlos turned his moon-shadowed eyes on me, looking at me fully for the first time since joining me on the wagon’s bench seat. “If I show you something, will you keep it a secret? I just—I don’t want everyone to know yet.” He smiled and shook his head and, for once, looked like the teen boy he was. “I’m not that good at it…yet.”
 
   I swallowed, searching his eyes for some clue of what he was about to share with me. Finally, I nodded.
 
   “Hold out your hand?”
 
   I frowned, and hurt filled his eyes.
 
   “You don’t trust me?”
 
   My heart felt like it dropped into my stomach. “No—I mean, yes, of course I trust you. I’d trust you with my life,” I said in a rush. I held out my hand, palm up, and forced a smile that I hoped offered him some reassurance. “Please. Show me.”
 
   Relief filled Carlos’s shadowed eyes, and he returned my smile with a tentative one of his own. “Don’t move, okay?” When I nodded, he extended his hand, holding his palm directly over mine. “I found a physics textbook and have been reading up on electromagnetic fields and charges and Faraday’s Law, and how—” He laughed and shook his head. “You don’t care about that stuff.”
 
   But he was wrong. I did care about “that stuff.” I cared that he was actively seeking out information that might help him explore his Ability. Electromagnetic fields, charges, and something called “Faraday’s Law” sounded like fairly ambitious research topics, especially for a sixteen-year-old. He should talk to Gabe…
 
   “That stuff I read got me thinking,” Carlos continued. “And I tried some different things, and…well, I came up with this.” He paused, and when he spoke again, his voice was nearly a whisper. “Ready?”
 
   Again, I nodded.
 
   He took a deep breath, and a gentle tingling sensation spread over my palm. It felt odd—a little itchy, but not unpleasant. Gradually, almost like I was dipping my hand into hot water slowly enough to allow my skin to grow accustomed to the temperature, the tingling sensation spread, climbing around to the back of my hand and up to my wrist and higher. When it reached my shoulder and just started to extend onto my torso, I drew in a shaky breath. “What—what is this?”
 
   “Does it feel okay?” he asked, his eyes searching my face. “It doesn’t hurt, does it?”
 
   “No, no,” I said, laughing a little. “It’s just, um, I don’t even know. It’s almost fuzzy…sort of. Does that sound right?”
 
   The tightness around Carlos’s eyes relaxed, and he nodded. The tingling sensation started spreading down my torso and up my neck much faster.
 
   “I got the idea from you, actually.” A quick smile flashed across his face before it retreated under his increasingly tense mask of concentration. “I thought, maybe if I could control it enough, we could do our own version of that electrotherapy stuff you mentioned, but without the torture part.” His eyebrows drew together as the tingling reached my opposite arm and my thighs. “You know, so like, a lot slower and with less electricity and stuff, but still enough to make our Abilities stronger…?”
 
   I had to stifle my first instinct at hearing him mention electrotherapy, which was to shudder and pull away. “I—” I took a deep breath. “I think that’s an excellent idea. I bet Gabe would love to hel—”
 
   “No.” Carlos retracted his hand, and the tingling sensation evaporated immediately. “Not him. We can’t trust him, not after what he did to you.”
 
   That earned another frown. “Carlos…” I reached over and touched his wrist. “Ouch!” As soon as our skin made contact, electricity shocked my fingertips, numbing my hand almost instantly.
 
   Carlos leapt off the wagon, stumbling as he landed on the ground. “I’m sorry!” He spun around and stared up at me, his eyes opened too wide. “Shit, Dani, I’m so sorry!”
 
   “Carlos—”
 
   “You can’t touch me when I’ve been doing stuff like that. I forgot to tell you—Jesus fucking—I could’ve killed you!”
 
   Shaking out my arm, I laughed, aiming for nonchalant, but hitting nervous perfectly. “No worries. Just killed the nerves in my hand for a few seconds.” I held up my hand and wiggled my fingers. “It’s already going away.”
 
   Carlos didn’t look the least bit reassured. “I’m sorry. I should’ve warned you.” He hit his forehead with the heel of his hand several times. “I wasn’t thinking. It was stupid. I—”
 
   “It’s fine, really,” I said as I moved to the end of the bench seat and hopped down. I took two steps toward him and offered a tight-lipped smile. “It’s better than fine, really.” Pausing, I looked into his haunted eyes. “This could be a game-changer down the road. If we can use this to increase our Abilities…” As I trailed off, I shook my head. I wasn’t exactly looking forward to the undefined period of having a nonfunctioning Ability that resulted from electrotherapy while my invigorated synapses settled back down, but there was no denying how badly we needed to be as strong, as capable, and as dangerous as we could possibly be. And, a tiny voice said in the back of my mind, maybe this could fix my broken Ability…
 
   Carlos’s brow furrowed, uncertainty and hope clear on his face. “You think this could work the same as the electroshock stuff they did to you?”
 
   I took a deep breath, exhaling slowly. “I do,” I said with a nod. “But I really think you should talk to Gabe about—” I held up my hand, cutting off Carlos’s protests as soon as he opened his mouth. “He knows more about this kind of thing than anyone else. He’s experienced it—firsthand—just like me, and he’s a freaking genius. If you want your non-torture version of electrotherapy to work, he’s your best bet.”
 
   Carlos’s gaze shifted to some point low and off to the side. “I’ll think about it.”
 
   “Hey,” I said, and without thinking, I reached for his arm. “Maybe—”
 
   He backpedaled out of reach so quickly that I flinched.
 
   “I’m sorry.” I held my hand up. “That was stupid. My fault, okay?”
 
   Carlos stared at me with wide, horrified eyes. “You can’t do that shit around me, Dani. If you—if I—I could—”
 
   “Kill me, I know.” I sighed, frustrated with myself for upsetting him. He’d already been through so much—too much for most people to experience and be able to keep going. And now he had one more problem to deal with—worrying about whether or not he might accidentally electrocute the rest of us if we touched him at an inopportune time. There was only one person who could help him with his new problem. I placed my hand on my hip and straightened my spine. “Do you have any clue what his job was?”
 
   Carlos raised his eyebrows. “Huh?”
 
   “Gabe—back at the Colony. Do you know what his job was?” I repeated.
 
   Carlos kicked a small rock. “No.”
 
   “He was in charge of Ability research.”
 
   “He was?” Carlos looked up, interest flitting over his features.
 
   “Yep.” I moved across the trampled grass to stand in front of him. “And if anyone can, he’s the one who can help you figure out how to do the electrotherapy thing safely and effectively and learn how to control that whole zapping people thing.” I looked up, met Carlos’s eyes, and waited.
 
   A second.
 
   Three.
 
   Twenty.
 
   Carlos pressed his lips into a flat line, inhaled deeply, and nodded. “Fine. Okay. Yeah, I’ll do it.”
 
   “You will?” I said, doing a really poor job of hiding my surprise. Jason’s stubbornness had been rubbing off on Carlos in a really unfortunate way.
 
   Carlos looked at the ground. “Yeah, but…not yet. I mean, I want to get a little better at all this first, and…can we not tell Jason?” He met my eyes briefly, then looked away. “It’s just that he hates Gabe, and I don’t want him to, like, think I’m betraying him or something.”
 
   My stomach flip-flopped, making me feel a little ill. “Uh…yeah. Sure. Why not?” What’s the harm in one more secret, anyway?
 
   I ignored the part of me that whispered, You mean, what’s the harm in one more lie?
 
   “We can help, too,” Mase said as he stepped out from between two of the carts, little more than a hulking shadow.
 
   I yelped and jumped at least a foot off the ground. “Jesus, Mase!”
 
   “Sorry.” Mase ducked his head as he moved closer. Camille followed close behind him, her own slender, shadowed form half his size. They stopped a yard or so away from Carlos and me. “I knew you had first watch tonight, and we wanted—”
 
   Camille hit his arm with the back of her hand.
 
   Scowling, Mase corrected himself. “I wanted to tell you something Camille told me earlier.”
 
   My eyebrows rose as my gaze slipped from Mase’s hard, dark features to Camille’s pale, elfin face. She wouldn’t meet my eyes. I glanced down at the small dry-erase board she was clutching to her chest. It was another of the items we’d taken from Colorado Trails Lodge. Camille still wasn’t “speaking” much, but it seemed that Mase had managed to get her writing during the hours they’d spent driving a cart together earlier today.
 
   I returned my attention to Mase.
 
   “Dr. Wesley is a liar.”
 
   I frowned and glanced at Carlos, who shrugged before pulling himself back up onto the wagon. I refocused on Mase. “About…?”
 
   “She loves him.”
 
   I cocked my head the side. “I’m sorry, Mase, I’m not following…”
 
   “Father—General Herodson. She loves him.”
 
   My mouth fell open. “That’s not…” I started to shake my head. “That’s not possible.” She’d gone out of her way to save me by making the neutralizer and attuning it to my blood—twice. And Zoe…Dr. Wesley had shown up before Clara—the General’s shiny new toy—could do more harm to Zoe than simply wiping away her memories. Dr. Wesley had been leading the anti-Herodson rebellion by supplying neutralizer to a trusted few, including Gabe and, before he’d been killed and made into a Re-gen, Mase. She hated General Herodson.
 
   Except…she hadn’t really done anything to stop him, and she had an Ability that could tear the foundation of his power, his mind-control Ability, right out from under his feet. She was even stronger than Jason and could probably nullify every damn Ability in the Colony all at the same time. So why hadn’t she? Why didn’t she do it after the Virus—the gene therapy—destroyed the world as we knew it and the General could no longer keep tabs on Dr. Wesley’s family, could no longer hold their well-being over her head as additional motivation to behave?
 
   “Before Camille died,” Mase said, “she overheard a conversation between Dr. Wesley and someone else.” Mase’s dark gray eyes were wide, imploring. He looked from me to Camille. “Show her what you showed me.”
 
   I, too, looked at Camille.
 
   Slowly, she pulled the small whiteboard away from her chest and turned it around so I could see the words, bubbly and slanted to the left.
 
   Mase pointed to the board. “That’s what Camille heard the doctor say.”
 
   The board said: “I won’t leave…won’t abandon him. I love him too much.”
 
   My mouth was filled with sand. With cotton. With bile. I closed my eyes, took deep breaths, and somehow managed to convince myself not to lash out at Camille. It wasn’t her fault that Dr. Wesley was an even worse human being than I’d originally thought…though I did wish Camille had spoken up earlier, so to speak.
 
   I was now certain of two things: I could never, ever tell Jason the truth about his mom, and I couldn’t trust anything that woman had written in her letter to me, not to mention whatever else she’d included in the “care package” wrapped in a manila envelope she’d left with mind-wiped Zoe in Colorado Springs.
 
   I opened my eyes, swallowing my rage.
 
   Camille’s pale gray eyes were locked on mine, and she reached out to take my hand in hers and give it a squeeze. She let go of my hand and wiped the words off the dry-erase board with the sleeve of her sweatshirt. Hastily, she scrawled, “I trusted her, too.” She met my eyes, then continued writing. “And she betrayed me.” Her gaze flicked to Mase, filling with an overabundance of pain. “She promised me that everything would be okay. She promised to look out for him.” Camille wiped her words away again. “SHE LIED.”
 
   I inhaled and exhaled slowly, then sent a sidelong glance over my shoulder at Carlos. He was watching the woods beyond the field.
 
   “Do you know who she is…I mean, who she really is?” I met both Re-gens’ eyes.
 
   Camille wrote on her board, and when she showed her words to me, my heart seemed to plummet into my stomach. “Jason and Zoe’s mom.”
 
   As I kept an eye on Carlos, I swiped my fingers over the words, doing a half-assed job of erasing them. At least they were no longer easily comprehensible. When I looked at Mase again, he nodded.
 
   “How do you know?”
 
   “She told me before I died,” Camille wrote. “She said she was sorry for her part in my mom getting sick and dying”—Camille snorted, and her letters became sharper—“not that she told me what her part was.” She met my eyes, and I could relate to the hatred shining in their silvery depths. “And she told me she did it to keep her kids, Zoe and Jason, safe.”
 
   “And apparently because she’s in fucking love with General Douchebag,” I muttered.
 
   Mase grunted.
 
   I met both sets of eerily gray eyes again. “You can’t tell anyone.” I raised my eyebrows to emphasize how serious I was. “I mean it—no one.”
 
   They both nodded, no hint of reluctance.
 
   Inhaling deeply, I sighed. “Thanks for telling me. I needed to hear this…it’ll help me figure some stuff out.”
 
   Mase nodded, and Camille’s lips curved into a humorless smile.
 
   I rubbed my hands together and turned to Carlos. “Right, so…about electrotherapy…”
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   ZOE
 
   MARCH 29, 1AE
 
   San Juan National Forest, Colorado
 
    
 
   “Whoops!” Sarah chirped.
 
   Wringing out the last of the wet laundry I’d just scrubbed clean, I glanced over at her. With one hand braced on the slim trunk of a pine tree, Sarah began to slowly lower herself down to collect the t-shirt she’d dropped on the newly sprouted grass lining the retention pond’s bank.
 
   “Sarah!” I jumped up from my crouched position at the pond’s shore, letting one of Harper’s shirts fall back into the water, and rushed over to her. “I’ll get it,” I said. I wiped the water trickling down my bare arms onto my pants and helped Sarah straighten back up before bending down to pick up the shirt myself.
 
   After shaking the loose debris off, I draped the shirt beside the rest of the freshly-washed clothing that hung over a nylon rope we’d strung between two sturdy pines. “The last thing I need is you toppling over on my watch,” I said, only half joking.
 
   Sarah flashed me a halfhearted smile. “Thanks, Zoe.” One of her hands automatically found her belly, while the other went back to straightening the clothes hanging on the line to dry in the early morning sunshine.
 
   Returning to Harper’s water-soaked shirt, I wrung it out once more and shook the wrinkles loose. “Here ya go,” I said, handing it up to Sarah with an insuppressible yawn. I’d been trying to ignore my encroaching sleepiness since I’d woken. “Sorry,” I said, shaking thoughts of sleep from my brain.
 
   “Not sleeping well, Zoe?” Sarah asked as she draped Harper’s shirt over an exposed portion of the line.
 
   I yawned again. “No, not really.”
 
   Sarah glanced down at me, her brow furrowed. It was an uncommon expression for her. She was always so…bubbly. “Why not? Is everything okay?” She turned—more like hobbled—to face me. Her expression was intent as she brushed her hands off on her ankle-length skirt.
 
   “I’m fine,” I said, waving her concern away. “I just had a…strange dream last night.” Leaning down to avoid eye contact, I collected the liquid soap and scrub brush I’d been using for the last hour. “I had a hard time falling back asleep is all.”
 
   That wasn’t all, actually. Thinking about the dream had more than kept me up, and it had been smoldering in the back of my mind since the sun had come up.
 
   “What sort of dream?” Sarah asked, her head cocked to the side as she rubbed her hands over her belly. She looked like a bohemian princess, with her dark curls falling messily around her face.
 
   One vivid image after another from my dream flashed before my mind’s eye. I shrugged and rinsed my hands off in the creek, trying to avoid her seeing my beet-red face. “Just a random dream.”
 
   Gathering my cleaning supplies, I dropped them into a canvas bag and looked up, freezing immediately.
 
   Sarah’s hands were on her hips, her eyebrows raised as she waited for an explanation.
 
   She obviously wasn’t going to let it go, so I cleared my throat. “I’ll tell you, but don’t…”
 
   “Don’t what?” she asked skeptically.
 
   “Just don’t judge me, okay? And don’t say anything to anyone. It’s sort of embarrassing.” I dropped the bag of supplies into the empty wheelbarrow we’d used to carry the bags of dirty laundry down to the pond. “I had a dream about Jake last night…an”—I swallowed—“intimate dream. It left me a little…distracted.”
 
   Sarah burst into laughter. “Is that all? Well, that doesn’t seem so bad. I probably wouldn’t have gotten any sleep either.”
 
   My body warmed and tingled as I remembered the sensation of Jake’s lips trailing down my neck and the heat of his touch as his fingertips drew a line between my breasts. I couldn’t help but look down at my chest, remembering…it was like I could still feel his hot breath against my skin.
 
   “That good, huh?” I heard her say. “Zoe?” I glanced at Sarah to find a huge smile engulfing her face. “You’re thinking about him right now, aren’t you?”
 
   “No,” I said in exasperation. “Of course not.”
 
   “Liar!” She giggled, but when she saw my mortification, she took a few steps closer and placed her hands on my shoulders. “What’s wrong with thinking about him? You’re together… it’s normal, don’t you think?”
 
   My head was shaking before I could stop it. “We were together, Sarah. It’s different now. Besides, I don’t remember any of it…it’s like he was with someone else, you know?”
 
   Sarah’s mouth quirked at the corner, and she stared at me, sympathetic. “You don’t want to be with Jake anymore?”
 
   “It’s not that, I just—we haven’t been together, we haven’t even held hands really. Thinking about us doing more than that is…daunting.”
 
   “But why? It’s Ja—because you don’t remember him. Sorry, I keep forgetting.” She waved her ignorance away. “I blame it on the pregnancy. It’s like my brain doesn’t have room for any more information or something.”
 
   I picked a rogue leaf from one of her flyaway curls. “It’s not that he scares me. I mean…I’m petrified around him, but that’s only because I’m completely clueless about what to do…how to act. He thinks about her when he’s around me. At least, from what I can feel. He’s really difficult for me to read.” Putting my hands on my hips, I let my head fall back and exhaled my frustration. “I feel so stupid.”
 
   Jake’s uncertainty around me and his apparent fear of what I might rediscover made it clear enough that there were some intense, private moments to be seen, and a part of me was secretly grateful he’d been keeping his distance. The pressure to be that Zoe made it difficult to just go with the flow and let things happen.
 
   “You’re just curious and nervous, Zoe. That seems normal.” A knowing smile filled her face, and her eyebrows lifted before she winked. “Just give it some more time.”
 
   I appreciated her attempt to lighten the mood, but her teasing wasn’t helping. I buried my face in my hands, trying to gather my thoughts. “As it is, it’s hard trying to be someone I don’t remember ever being on a daily basis. I mean, I’m not complaining. I know worse could’ve happened, but…”
 
   “But what?”
 
   “It’s like there are expectations…expectations I can’t possibly live up to. What if being with me is like being with someone else? The last thing I want is to finally work up the nerve to kiss him, or let him kiss me, only to learn he wishes I was someone else. I might be a shit kisser now.” I groaned, leaning against one of the trees. “I don’t think I’m ready for that sort of rejection yet.”
 
   “But it’s you, Zoe. It’s not just some other woman; it’s you. You have to remember that.”
 
   “Easier said than done,” I grumbled. “I just feel bad for putting him through this…”
 
   “It’s only been a week. Do you know how long it took you guys just to say a few cordial words to each other in the beginning?”
 
   I shook my head.
 
   She tapped her index finger on her lips. “I don’t either, actually, but it was a while,” she said. “Look, Jake cares about you…a lot. It’s obvious. You can even feel it, can’t you?” She nudged my shoulder. “He knows you’re different; we all do. Neither Jake—nor anyone else, for that matter—expects you to be the same as you were before.”
 
   I knew that wasn’t true—only moments ago, Sarah herself admitted to forgetting I wasn’t the old me, to expecting me to react like the old me—but I kept my observations to myself.
 
   “Maybe you just need to give it a little bit more time.”
 
   Knowing she was right, that regardless of the pressure I felt, at least some of it was only in my head, I smiled. “Yeah, you’re probably right. Thanks, Sarah.”
 
   She nudged my shoulder again. “Alright, let’s get back to camp. I’m ravenous.”
 
   As I bent down to collect the folding chair Sarah had been using for her frequent breaks, I noticed a full linen bag resting up against the side of the large rock we’d been using to place the folded stacks of clean clothes that had been drying overnight. “Um, Sarah?”
 
   “Hmm?” I looked over to see her wiping water from her mouth, an empty plastic bottle in her hand. “God, I love this stuff,” she breathed. “What’s up?”
 
   “How many bags of laundry did we have to do this morning?”
 
   Sarah squinted, and I could tell she was mentally counting. “Three—oh, crap.” She took a step toward me and peered over to the other side of the rock. “Crap. I knew that seemed to go by way too fast.” As if it were trained to do so, her stomach rumbled.
 
   “Go back to camp,” I said on a heavy exhale. “I’ll finish up here.”
 
   “Are you sure?”
 
   I dumped the contents of the half-filled bag onto the ground. “It’s fine. Go ahead. I wouldn’t want you to starve or anything.”
 
   Sarah smiled gratefully. “Are you sure you won’t be mad?”
 
   I nodded and snagged my bag of gathered supplies out of the wheelbarrow. “I got this.”
 
   “Alright, Zoe. Thank you. I owe you big-time.”
 
   “Yeah you do,” I muttered playfully, dropping the bag by the water’s edge. “Just leave me one of those chocolate bars I saw stashed in your secret hiding place.”
 
   Sarah’s mouth dropped open, and her eyes widened. “How did you…”
 
   Resisting a grin, I pretended to zip my mouth shut. “Just leave me a bite, would ya?”
 
   “Alright,” she grumbled and headed back to camp.
 
   I crouched down to separate the dirty shirts and socks. Although it wasn’t the most luxurious job in the world, it was a necessary task and something I could do without feeling inadequate, so I happily washed the laundry with Sarah when needed. It felt good to contribute, even in the smallest way. Plus, it gave me time to think.
 
   I diligently scrubbed one shirt and then another until I was finished and they were rinsed, then I moved on to the socks. Most of the time, I was around people and unable to block their invading memories and emotions; no matter how hard I tried, I’d yet to figure out how to stop sensing them.
 
   Although I initially thought it was exciting and useful to gain insight into the minds of the people I was surrounded by, it quickly grew bothersome. Like Dani, now I had to hold onto the knowledge that my mom loved the General—the man we were practically running for our lives to get away from. It was just one more item to add to the list of things Jason didn’t know. Plus none of my companions liked having to worry about what I was gleaning from their minds, and some even avoided me outright. Cleaning the laundry was somewhat therapeutic, and it enabled me to have time away from the others to collect my own thoughts.
 
   Hearing muffled conversation through the sparse trees beyond the pond, I glanced over my shoulder just in time to see Sam and Tavis emerge through a small copse of trees.
 
   “Zoe!” Sam waved at me. He held up a string of rabbits attached to a tether. “We caught dinner!”
 
   “Nice!” I called back, submerging someone’s socks into the water before squirting a blob of liquid laundry soap onto them and working the fabric clean. “You mean we won’t starve?”
 
   “Not today,” Tavis answered as they sauntered over. “Oh, good, you’re cleaning my socks. I’m running low.”
 
   I stopped mid-scrub. “Oh, they’re yours? In that case…” I pretended to toss them into the center of the pond.
 
   “Such a comedian,” he said.
 
   Sam started toward camp. “You coming, Tavis?”
 
   Tavis shook his head. “I better stay here and protect my socks.” He grinned at me.
 
   “Alright,” Sam said. With a sigh, he trudged away, rabbit tether in hand.
 
   For a few moments, only the sound of the scrub brush against the cotton socks and the trickling of water as Tavis rinsed off his hands filled the morning.
 
   As I wrung the water from the last sock, an unexpected ripple broke at the pond’s edge, splashing me. “Jesus, Tavis. Do you have to wash your hands so enthusiastically?” I glared over to find him crouched and picking at something on the ground.
 
   He looked at me. “What?”
 
   “Nothing,” I said, shaking my head. I needed a nap to rest my addled brain.
 
   Eventually, Tavis wandered over to me and stared out at the cloudless sky. “The weather here is funny,” he said. “I’m used to the seasons at home. It should be getting colder, not warmer. I like it, though. I’m not much of a winter kind of guy.”
 
   “Really?” I said. I hadn’t thought much about it. “I think I like the cold. I especially like the mornings. Everything seems fresh and new. There’s something about the crisp water, too; it’s refreshing. Sort of awakens my senses a little.”
 
   Tavis made a noncommittal noise.
 
   “Hang these up on the line for me, would you?” I waited until Tavis turned to face me and tossed each balled-up sock at him consecutively, laughing as he juggled to catch them all without dropping any.
 
   “Careful, those last two socks are yours. I wouldn’t want you to have to wear them dirty.”
 
   He flashed me an easy smile and winked. “I’m so sure.”
 
   I enjoyed teasing Tavis and liked that we had so little history together…that he had so few memories of me, and that there wasn’t much I had to live up to. I liked that I didn’t have to worry about disappointing him.
 
   “I’m just looking out for you,” I told him.
 
   “Like you care,” he quipped, draping the socks over the line. I heard him swear, and when I looked over, he was shaking off a sock he must’ve dropped. “Damn it.”
 
   “That’s Jason’s…you better make sure it’s clean.”
 
   Tavis strolled closer, holding out the soiled sock.
 
   Shaking my head, I refused to take it and handed him the scrub brush instead. “Be my guest.” I grinned. “I’ll check to see if anything on the line is dry yet, and we can head back up to camp.”
 
   Tavis looked at me askance, then crouched down to grab the soap and scrub brush. “I just caught us dinner,” he grumbled.
 
   “And,” I countered, “you just dropped my brother’s sock in the dirt. In fact, you should probably make sure it’s extra clean…you might want to scrub it a second time, just in case.”
 
   “Again, such a comedian,” Tavis chuckled.
 
   I batted my eyelashes at him and felt a splash of cold water on my face as a result. I blinked rapidly in surprise, my mouth gaping. “Really?”
 
   “Sorry, I guess my aim with water is as good as my bow…but you did say you like the crisp water,” he said in a sing-song voice and flitted his own lashes.
 
   Smiling despite my annoyance, I tsked and shook my head. “You’re the one who doesn’t like it…” I said, splashing him back. Once…twice.
 
   “Alright, alright. I’m sorry!” Tavis took a few hurried steps backward, chuckling and holding his palms out defensively as he stumbled over the larger rocks scattered about. “I surrender. Just don’t make me drop the bloody sock again.” He held the sock up, still laughing.
 
   I nearly snorted in amusement at Tavis’s sudden change in tune. “You’re pathetic. It’s just water.”
 
   Hearing panting and the crunch of twigs behind me, I turned around to find Cooper running happily toward the water and Jake standing beside one of the pines, holding a piece of grass between his fingertips.
 
   My face heated, and I suddenly felt like I’d been caught doing something wrong. “Hey.”
 
   Jake’s gaze traveled from me to Tavis and back as he let the blade of grass fall to the ground. “Hey.”
 
   “Just finishing up with the laundry,” I said, wiping my wet hands on the front of my t-shirt. His eyes fixed on mine as I closed the distance between us. I appreciated the fact that the bright morning sun provided me the opportunity to study Jake’s features. His nose was a little crooked, and long, honey-colored lashes fanned around his amber eyes. And although I could hear Tavis moving around behind me, my attention remained on Jake’s freshly shaven face.
 
   “Your brother wants us to start packing so we’re ready to go after breakfast,” Jake said.
 
   I smiled. “Okay. I should get all my crap together.”
 
   I glanced back at Tavis, who was already putting my canvas bag of wash stuff into the wheelbarrow, along with a stack of the clothes that were already dry and folded on the boulder. “I’ll get it,” Tavis offered. He exchanged a quick glance with Jake, then pushed the wheelbarrow toward camp.
 
   Walking side by side, Jake and I followed behind him.
 
   “Your shirts are clean,” I said awkwardly.
 
   “Shadow’s fed,” he offered in exchange, and treated me to a rare smile.
 
   I grinned. “Thanks. Maybe I’ll get to start riding him soon. He seems to be doing a little better.”
 
   “Yeah, I think so,” Jake said. I could tell he was trying to figure out what to say.
 
   “So, what do two people talk about when one knows nothing and the other knows everything?” I asked, wondering if my nervous babble helped break the tension or only added to it.
 
   Jake offered me a sympathetic smile. “I don’t know everything.” After a brief hesitation, he added, “What do you want to know?”
 
   I thought about it for a moment, wondering which, of all my questions, I wanted to ask Jake the most. “What were you like before the Ending? I mean, what did you like to do for fun and that sort of thing?”
 
   He looked at me with an amused grin.
 
   “I know it’s probably not the question you were expecting, but I figured I’d start with the basics…”
 
   Leaning down, Jake pulled a piece of wild grass from the field, and we continued walking. “For fun?” He shrugged. “I traveled a lot, took a lot of odd jobs, and got into a lot of trouble instead of going to college.” Jake paused, and I could feel a sudden sadness filling him. “I came back when Gabe’s sister passed away from leukemia and decided it was time to get my act together. I needed to be there for Becca.”
 
   “I’m sorry about your friend,” I said. “At least you still have Becca and Gabe, I guess…” I’d seen enough of Gabe’s memories to know that was sort of a sticky situation.
 
   Jake nodded, and I could tell he was grateful. “I just wish I hadn’t taken so long to do the right thing. I finally found a good, steady job as a mechanic, bought a house, and figured out how to stay out of trouble.”
 
   “Yeah? That’s good.” I had a hard time picturing Jake getting into trouble, but then, I had no idea what I even did before the Ending. “And how was it that you managed to stay out of trouble?”
 
   “Reading…a lot.”
 
   “Oh…”
 
   He gave me a thoughtful, sidelong glance. “‘Oh?’” He smiled. “What were you expecting?”
 
   “I’m not sure, I just didn’t picture you as a reader, I guess.”
 
   He shrugged. “I couldn’t picture you as a gallery assistant.”
 
   “A gallery assistant? I can’t really picture it either.” We ambled along, Tavis a dozen yards ahead of us, rolling the wheelbarrow into camp, and Cooper exploring the sparse woods nearby.
 
   “I wish you could ask me a question, or rather, that I could answer one,” I said quietly. “And I’m sorry you have to tell me all of this again.”
 
   “Actually, we’ve never really talked about this sort of stuff before.”
 
   “No? But I thought…”
 
   Jake shrugged. “Pasts don’t matter so much when your whole world is ripped away from you. We just weren’t like that…we didn’t dwell on the past.”
 
   It was hard to miss the longing in his voice. “Oh,” I said.
 
   “Sorry, that probably wasn’t very helpful.”
 
   Since he was closer to me than usual, I had an easier time feeling his emotions. I knew he was sad and hopeful and confused, which I understood and tried not to hold against him. I felt the same way.
 
   “Maybe one day you can tell me more about myself?” I joked, realizing how idiotic that sounded. Too bad it was true.
 
   “Or, maybe…” He stopped walking, and I automatically stopped as well. “Maybe we can just start over.”
 
   I faced him and stared into his eyes, trying to see the truth, not just feel it. “Do you want to?” I was picking up mixed signals from him, and I wasn’t really sure what my own opinion was.
 
   His expression turned skeptical and he searched my eyes for answers I didn’t even know the questions to. “Do you want to?”
 
   I thought about the dreams I kept having and how unsettling they were—how exciting and frightening and…confusing. I nodded once, nervous about what starting over entailed. Then in a bout of self-consciousness, I looked down at my feet. I didn’t want him to see the blush caused by the thought of doing all the things we’d done in my dreams.
 
   “You don’t seem sure,” he said, narrowing his eyes when I glanced back up at him.
 
   “No…I mean, I am.” I think.
 
   “Is it Tavis?” The question seemed to come out of nowhere. “You guys get along well. I’m not sure—”
 
   I shook my head. “It’s not him, not really.” Jake eyed me as I continued, “We get along great, don’t get me wrong. It’s easy being around him. He’s easy to talk to, and there’s no history to navigate, there’s no pressure…” Peering up at Jake, I tried to act more certain than I was, but failed miserably. “Who I used to be…she’s just a lot to live up to,” I admitted.
 
   Jake’s eyes lingered on mine before he scanned the small patch of field separating us from the others. “I don’t want you to feel uncomfortable around me,” he finally said.
 
   I smiled up at him. “I know, and I don’t, I just…” I had no idea what I was trying to say to him. “Things aren’t complicated with him.”
 
   I couldn’t help but feel the slight sting my words caused Jake, but I had to tell him the truth, if for no other reason than to remind us both that whatever had been between us before was gone now. It was going to be a lot of hard work to get back a semblance of what we once had—hard work I wasn’t willing to turn my nose up at, but hard work I also wasn’t sure either of us was ready for.
 
   But it didn’t mean we couldn’t try.
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   It was late afternoon, and I was sitting beside our burgeoning campfire, staring into the flames and generally despising myself while I built the fire up for Sarah. I prodded the burning logs with a stick to rearrange them before adding a few more hunks of freshly gathered firewood.
 
   I was becoming a horrible person, possibly the worst person I’d ever met. Okay, maybe not the worst person—I was no Mandy, no General Herodson, no Clara, no Dr. Wesley—but lately, I’d felt like I was on my way. I certainly wasn’t a good person, not anymore. I was a horrible friend, a deceiving girlfriend, and a child-killer. But of my mounting flaws, it was all of the lying that had started to erode my soul.
 
   I hadn’t been lying because I enjoyed the taste of deceit on my tongue, or because I felt a thrill hurting others; I’d been lying to protect the people I loved…to protect myself. But the problem with telling so many lies was this: it’s so easy for one little lie to spawn a dozen more, which in turn birth their own litters of little lies. And when the first lie, lie zero, is a whopper, the horde of untruths and not-saids grows much, much faster. My core lie was as big as they get.
 
   I was lying to Jason about his mom, Dr. Wesley. After Camille’s revelation, I’d made a promise to myself to never tell him that she was alive and relatively well—considering—and that she was living in the Colony, loving companion to the man who’d orchestrated the destruction of human civilization. I would never tell him that I knew why she left him, Zoe, and their dad over twenty years ago, that General Herodson had threatened to kill her children if she didn’t give him everything he wanted, do every single thing he requested of her, and that she’d come to love her captor. I would never tell him that she was the person who created the virus that killed almost everyone, including their dad.
 
   And I would never show him the letter she’d written, the one addressed to him and Zoe that supposedly explained everything; it was stuffed in the bottom of my left saddlebag in the manila envelope with the rest of the garbage she’d given to Zoe, directly beneath my emergency stash of tampons. Jason would never look there.
 
   Maybe if that was the only lie—or set of lies—I was maintaining, I would’ve been able to deal with the guilt. But there were the other lies, ones that had nothing to do with Dr. Wesley. They, too, were lies of omission. I’d yet to tell Jason that I kissed two men while I was in the Colony, one to steal his gun and keys, and one—Gabe—simply because I wanted to. For some reason, “the General took control of my mind and made me do it,” sounded like the lamest possible excuse, regardless of it being the absolute truth. There was definitely a reason I was avoiding Gabe. Awkward…
 
   On the other side of the fire, Sarah was sitting at the folding table, staying warm while she chopped vegetables for the rabbit stew that was going to be tonight’s fresh offering.
 
   I poked the burning logs again, simply for the sake of stabbing something with the stick. Letting out a heavy breath, I looked around camp.
 
   The tents were set up in a rough ring around the fire, the carts and wagon in a half-circle on one side, blocking some of the dusty wind, and the horses munching on whatever roughage they could find in the sparse fields of wild grasses on either side of the tiny creek we’d plopped down beside. Everyone was busy—down in the creek’s ravine washing clothes or dishes, filtering safe drinking water, gathering firewood, or hunting and foraging to bulk up our fast-depleting food supply.
 
   “I still can’t get over the fact that we have a covered wagon—a legitimate covered wagon,” Sarah said. “I feel like a pioneer woman every time I climb up onto the thing!” She shook her head, her curly brown ponytail bobbing.
 
   Biggs strolled over to the campfire, carrying a fresh load of firewood. “Hey, babe!” He quickened his step as he neared, stopping by Sarah’s prep table to drop a quick kiss on her cheek on his way to the dwindling pile of sticks and branches beside the fire. He offered me a nod as he set down his burden, then returned to Sarah. His hand darted out, and he snagged a carrot nugget the size of my thumb off of Sarah’s chopping board.
 
   “Hey! You thief!” Sarah laughed, making a shooing motion.
 
   Chuckling while he crunched, Biggs moved around the table to stand behind her. He wrapped his arms around her, resting his chin on her shoulder and his palms on her belly. “How’s the little guy today?”
 
   “She is fine. Kicking a bit more, but Harper said that was normal…or as normal as we can say…” Doubt weaved through Sarah’s words, despite what I figured was a valiant effort to remain positive.
 
   Biggs kissed her neck, then started murmuring reassurances against her skin.
 
   I felt like a voyeur, but I couldn’t tear my eyes away from them, from such a genuine display of affection…of love. A yearning ache sprouted in my chest, sending out tendrils that spread envy and loneliness throughout my body. Before I’d been abducted by the Colony, Jason had shown just as much affection toward me as these parents-to-be, but after…with each passing day, I could feel him drift further away from me. Soon, I’d be just another member of the group to him. Just another survivor.
 
   “Hey,” someone whispered near my ear, and I started. I felt hands on my shoulders and looked back to find Ky studying me, his eyes pinched with concern and possibly a little bit of pain. “It’s just me,” he said as he crouched beside me, partially blocking my view of the oblivious, adorable couple. “Thought you heard me coming.”
 
   I met his eyes, then looked into the flames and shook my head. “Guess I zoned out.”
 
   There was a long stretch of silence between us. Eventually, Ky took a deep breath. “You feel like shit.”
 
   I snorted quietly and scrubbed my good hand over my face before meeting his eyes again. “Listen, Ky—I’m a mess…I know it, and I’m sorry, I really am, and I know it’s not easy for you when I’m all crazy like this, and I really appreciate whatever insightful words you’re planning on sharing,” I said in a rush. “But this isn’t one of those times when talking about my feelings is going to make all the bad ones disappear, so…”
 
   He turned his face to the fire, staring into the flames like they might hold some hidden secret. “I like you, D. I like you a lot, you know that.” He shot me a sideways glance, then returned to staring into the crackling flames. “But if you don’t figure out a way to deal with whatever’s eating at you, and I mean this in the least dicky way possible, I’m not going to be able to be around you at all.”
 
   I exhaled heavily. Honestly, I wasn’t surprised.
 
   “You’re my friend, D, and in case you haven’t noticed, those are”—he squinted—“a little hard to come by these days. I don’t want to cut you out of my life…”
 
   “I—I—” I shook my head. “I’m sorry, Ky.” Laughing bitterly, I sent out a halfhearted wish for the universe to send someone like Clara my way, someone who could erase certain unwanted memories and droplets of corrosive knowledge from my mind.
 
   Ky flashed a weak version of his usual mischievous grin. “And now for those insightful words you mentioned…” Leaning forward, he rested his elbows on his knees and held his hands out to the flames. “Sometimes the people who seem the strongest, who seem the most in control of their shit…sometimes they have to be that way on the outside because what’s inside them is so wild, so extreme, so far beyond too much, that if it was ever unleashed, they’d never be in control again.”
 
   I swallowed hard, cleared my throat, and poked the burning logs…again. “I’m assuming you’re talking about Jason…”
 
   Ky nodded.
 
   “So what are you saying? That Jason’s dealing with too much on the inside, and that’s making him push everyone away?”
 
   “He’s not pushing everyone away.”
 
   “Oh,” I said. “Right. Just me. Awesome…” A chilling thought gave rise to a wash of goose bumps. Did that mean that Jason knew about the lies? Had Zoe told him? Or had Mase or Camille let it slip?
 
   Ky lifted one shoulder, offering me a small smile.
 
   “How do you know any of this? Or…have you felt something from him?”
 
   Ky laughed dryly. “Hell no. He keeps me cut off from feeling his shit permanently. And thank God, ’cause I have a feeling that whatever’s going on inside him right now…well, let’s just say I wouldn’t enjoy having a front-row seat on that joyride. I’ve got enough to deal with from you, Zoe, and Jake…not to mention everyone else.”
 
   This time when he looked at me, his dark brown eyes were so focused and intense that I held my breath. “But I’ve been friends with Jason for over a decade, and I know him well enough to tell when he’s working through something. And right now, he’s working through something big, and I know it has to do with you, because you’re the only woman—the only person—who’s ever gotten so deep under his skin.”
 
   He clapped a hand on my knee. “So, since the only thing that ever seems to unplug your emotionally constipated relationship is to talk things out and then run off and do whatever it is you crazy kids do, I’d suggest you sit down for a chat as soon as possible. If not for my sake, at least fix this for Zoe, because she doesn’t seem to be able to block anything, and you know the poor girl’s got to be drowning under the weight of all these crazy emotions, hers included.”
 
   All I could do for five breaths, ten breaths, was stare at Ky. He was right. He was so very, very right. Saying nothing, I looked across the fire at the table where Sarah had been sitting, but both she and Biggs were gone.
 
   Ky gave my knee a squeeze before standing. “Look…I saw him and Sanchez on the other side of the carts, inventorying ammo or some shit like that. You should take the evening off, talk to him, fix whatever’s wrong, or don’t fix it, I don’t care…just do something, ’cause this headache is killing me.”
 
   Internally, I resisted, and that made me realize how big of a baby I was being. Ky was right; Jason and I needed to talk. And my resistance to do just that made me reevaluate some of my assumptions about what was happening to our relationship. Maybe Jason wasn’t the only one pulling away, building walls; maybe I was doing it, too. Maybe it was the secrets…leeching the vitality out of our relationship. Maybe Jason could feel the strain just as much as I could. Maybe he thought my feelings had changed, just like I thought his had. So many maybes…
 
   There was only one way to know for sure, only one way to fix things. I stood, patted Ky’s arm, and said, “Thanks…really.” Then I started across camp toward the carts.
 
   Jason and Sanchez weren’t inventorying ammo. They weren’t doing anything, so far as I could tell. They were sitting on a fallen log, apparently deep in conversation. Sanchez had one of her legs pulled up and her chin popped on her knee, facing Jason, while he had his elbow planted on his thigh and was resting the side of his face in his hand.
 
   I paused, between the front of the wagon and the back of one of the carts, suddenly not so sure of myself. Maybe all of my maybes had been worthless. Maybe we were already done, and he was moving on. Maybe I was the most pathetic woman in the world.
 
   Sanchez noticed me first, then looked at Jason and nodded in my direction. When Jason straightened, when his eyes met mine, I had a total deer-in-the-headlights moment. My heart pounded, and blood whooshed in my ears with each beat. I couldn’t blink.
 
   “I should get back to…that thing,” Sanchez said as she stood. She offered me a tight-lipped smile and strode off toward the creek.
 
   Jason stared at me across the dozen or so yards separating us. For several seconds, that was all he did. Stare. Watch. Assess. Until, placing his hands on his knees, he stood.
 
   I gulped. I hadn’t been so ridiculously anxious—so uncomfortably aware of my own awkwardness—around him since I’d been in middle school. Taking a deep breath, I took a step toward him, then another. And another. I forced myself to keep my eyes on his face, to keep moving.
 
   Jason studied me as I approached, his expression giving no indication of his thoughts or mood, and I couldn’t help but wonder if Ky had been right. Was Jason so closed off, so controlled, because he felt too much and was, for whatever reason, afraid of the intensity of his own emotions?
 
   I stopped a few feet in front of Jason. The skin around his eyes tightened the barest amount.
 
   After a fortifying deep breath, I raised my hand, reaching out to brush my fingertips over the exposed skin of his forearm. I stopped short of touching him. When was the last time we even touched? I thought it might have been the previous afternoon, when my Ability flared back to life, and my eyebrows drew together. That we’d gone a whole day without physical contact seemed impossible.
 
   But I was fairly certain it was true. We hadn’t been intimate in weeks—not with my kidnapping, resulting in a broken arm and many bruises, and the still-healing gash crossing Jason’s face from hairline to jaw—and though we’d been sleeping near each other in our tent, our sleeping bags remained separated. I’d been telling myself it was because he feared hurting me while we slept. Now I suspected that was only part of the reason for the physical restraint.
 
   I searched the sapphire depths of his eyes. “Can we talk? Somewhere more private.” Another deep breath. “I—there’s some stuff you need to know.”
 
   The tightness around his eyes increased, but he nodded. He held out an arm, indicating that I should lead the way.
 
   Taking a deep breath, I squeezed my good hand into a fist and turned to head toward the tiny creek. There was a sharp bend a short ways downstream, and the rocky walls of the shallow ravine and the scrubby pines lining it would provide us at least a semblance of privacy. I had no way to gauge how Jason would react to what I was about to tell him, but I wanted to give him the opportunity to process away from the others.
 
   Silence was our only companion as we descended one of a myriad of paths leading down to the creek. The creek itself was only several feet wide and easy enough to cross. By the time we were hidden from our camp, from our companions, by the ravine wall, I was a ball of anxiety; my hand was shaking, my heart was beating a fast staccato rhythm against the inside of my rib cage, and I didn’t feel like I could draw in enough breath.
 
   I wiped my suddenly damp palm on my jeans and stopped in front of a knee-high rock. Turning to face Jason, I pointed to the rock. “Sit, please.”
 
   Jason did so silently, his eyes never leaving me. His gaze was a tangible thing, burning into my flesh, flaying me open, and laying out my fetid soul for the whole universe to witness…to judge.
 
   I pulled my braid over my shoulder and wrapped my hand around its end, giving a gentle tug. I can do this. I can do this. I have to do this! My stomach twisted, knotted, lurched, and I started pacing. Back and forth. Back and forth.
 
   “Dani.” Just that single word, my name on Jason’s lips, halted me mid-step.
 
   I opened my mouth, swallowed, pressed my lips together. There was so much I hadn’t told him about my time in the Colony, so much I hadn’t told anyone, that it seemed an impossible task to pick a place to start. But I had to tell him something. I had to let him know that I wanted to fix us.
 
   I met your mom, she’s in the Colony, and she created the Virus.
 
   Taking a deep breath, I tried again. “When I was at the Colony, you—do you remember telling me to do whatever it took to survive?” I stared at the rough rock wall behind Jason, just over his shoulder, too chickenshit to actually look at him.
 
   “Yes.” His voice was carefully controlled.
 
   Another deep breath. “Because of the issues they’ve been having with pregnancies making it to full term, one of the regular commands the General gives newcomers is to actively attempt to procreate…” My voice sounded hollow, dead. “…with pretty much anyone.”
 
   Jason’s jaw clenched, and it remained that way.
 
   “The men are encouraged to approach any woman they desire, and the women are discouraged from denying them.” A disgusted laugh caught in my throat. “God, he’s such a chauvinistic bastard—he doesn’t even give that choice to the women. It’s just, ‘If someone wants you to spread your legs, spread ’em.’”
 
   “Dani…did someone—”
 
   I shook my head once, sharply, and whatever Jason saw in my eyes silenced him. “The night I met Mase and Camille, I was searching the warehouses, doing my first round of scouting out their supplies. I—there was a soldier, a yellow-band, who I may have antagonized just a bit when I first arrived.” My hand clutched the side of my jeans. “He propositioned me, I said no, and when he found me wandering around the warehouses that day, no longer mind-controlled—though he didn’t know that—he decided to take advantage of those particular commands.
 
   “He forced me into one of the warehouses and—” I looked down at my hand; my nails were digging into my thigh painfully. I embraced the sensation, drawing strength from it. “He was big and armed, and I wasn’t.” I raised my gaze to meet Jason’s; his eyes were bottomless pools of midnight set in granite. “I stopped fighting him, and…” I cleared my throat. “I stopped fighting him…let him believe I wanted him…so I could steal his sidearm.” A soft laugh. A one-shoulder shrug. I was thinking about you the whole time, I didn’t say. “I managed to nab his key, too.”
 
   “What did you do to him?”
 
   “Nothing.” I refused to look away. As the words had come out, I’d started to realize that my actions weren’t something to be ashamed of. I had been doing what I had to do to stay alive…to survive. “Mase did all the heavy lifting, really. He was going to kill the guy, but I asked him not to.”
 
   “Why?” So very, very cold.
 
   “He was a yellow-band.” I shook my head again. “You don’t know what it’s like, to have no control over your actions, but to believe everything you’re doing is your own idea, that it’s what you want, your choice. The guilt once you remember…he was only doing what the General commanded him to do.”
 
   “So you spared him.”
 
   I didn’t have a response to that, so I simply stood there. I’d spared a man who’d had every intention of forcing me to have sex with him, but I hadn’t hesitated to shoot—to kill—a little girl to protect Zoe. She was a Crazy, I told myself. She was going to attack Zo…
 
   Seconds passed in handfuls until, finally, Jason said, “Tell me what it’s like.”
 
   I blinked several times. “What what’s like?”
 
   “Having no control over your actions…being mind-controlled.”
 
   “I—it—” Mouth still open as though the words might form at any moment, I shook my head. “I don’t know how to explain it. It doesn’t seem bad until you’re awake, really awake, and you realize what you’ve done. When I was under—” I pressed my lips together and squeezed my eyes shut. Panic was a living thing inside my chest, a trapped bird flitting around, making my heart skip beats and stealing the space my lungs so desperately needed.
 
   I took several steps and knelt on the rock-strewn ground before Jason. Resting my chin on his knee, I met his eyes. His face softened minutely, and he brought his right hand to my head, smoothing back the flyaway curls that had escaped from my French braid and running the backs of his fingers over my unbruised jawline. His body, however, was humming with tension.
 
   Turning my head, I rested my cheek on his knee. “The General made me forget everything that happened once I got sick,” I said softly. “I thought I had amnesia, and since I was told I’d been found alone—other than the Crazies who’d supposedly been attacking me—I assumed that everyone I knew was dead. I didn’t remember the journey from Seattle to Bodega Bay, or the one from there to Colorado, and I didn’t remember us ever being…us.”
 
   The soft brush of Jason’s knuckles against my skin stilled, but I couldn’t bring myself to look up at him. I didn’t think I would be able to continue if I saw his expression, and I had to keep going. Things wouldn’t be right with us until I’d shed at least some of my secrets.
 
   I took a deep breath. “Gabe”—Jason’s tense body stiffened further—“was the only person I knew. He was the only familiar thing in a terrifying world, and I was so, so lonely.”
 
   “Did you—did he…”
 
   I shut my eyes. “No. I—we kissed, that’s all. He stopped things before it could go any further than that.” Trembling, I pulled away so I could look up at Jason.
 
   He was staring at the opposite side of the ravine, jaw clenched and nostrils flaring.
 
   “Jason, I swear that whatever I felt for him when my mind was twisted to hell and back, it pales in comparison to what I feel for you. It means nothing.”
 
   “It means something to me,” he said quietly. “Is there anything else?”
 
   I met your mom, she’s in the Colony, and she created the Virus.
 
   “No,” I whispered.
 
   With a gentleness born of great strength and intensive training, Jason pushed me away from him and rose, not even looking down at me before walking away.
 
   I wanted to call after him so badly, to stand and chase him down and beg him to stay and talk to me, to help me fix things between us. But I couldn’t. I watched him go, grief silencing my voice, paralyzing my limbs. I watched him walk further downstream, my heart crushed in his fist, and I couldn’t even fight for us, for what we could be.
 
   This is what I deserve…to be alone. Jason, Zoe, Camille, even Gabe…I only hurt whoever gets close to me. I was wrong; my secrets aren’t poison. I am poison.
 
   But there was one thing I could do that wouldn’t hurt anyone, one place I could go where I wouldn’t feel the waves of desperation caused by having my heart torn out, and where neither Ky nor Zoe would have to feel the reverberations, either. There was only one way I could escape.
 
   “Jack,” I said in my dog’s mind. He was on the other side of camp, frolicking over the barren land with Cooper. I crawled one-handed closer to the ravine wall and, leaning my back against the rocky surface, pulled my knees up to my chest. “Please, Sweet Boy, let me in. Let me run with you.”
 
   “Yes, Mother. Run. Chase. Hunt.”
 
   With a sigh, I slipped out of my shivering body.
 
    
 
   ~~~~~
 
    
 
   I was Jack.
 
   The moon was high and bright, and the night was filled with promise. My prey ran ahead, its heartbeat rapid. I could taste its terror on my tongue.
 
   Abruptly, it changed direction, heading upward. It was climbing a tree. No!
 
   I lunged at the tree’s trunk, standing on my back legs and scratching at the rough bark with my front claws. I opened my mouth and barked, begging my prey to come back down and play some more.
 
    
 
   “Dani!”
 
   “What?” I blurted, sitting bolt upright and jostling my broken arm. “Ow!” I curled in on myself, clutching my sling with my good hand. My eyes were shut tightly as though that act alone could block the pain.
 
   “Dani—Red…”
 
   That voice. My eyes snapped open. “Jason?” He came back?
 
   His hand was clasping my shoulder, and his face, which I could barely see in the darkness, was mere inches from mine. “You’re shivering.”
 
   “I’m cold,” I said, with an extra big shiver that made my teeth chatter. “What time is it?”
 
   “Late…everyone’s asleep back at camp.” His hand moved up my neck, and the pad of his thumb brushed across my lips. “We missed dinner.”
 
   My pulse was suddenly racing, and I shivered for another reason entirely. It took me a moment to speak. When I did, it wasn’t much. “We?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   So he’s been gone all this time? I took a shaky breath, a byproduct of the nighttime chill and my anxiety. At first, I couldn’t believe that nobody had come looking for us, but then I realized they probably thought we’d snuck off for some amorous alone time. Boy, were they wrong.
 
   I cleared my throat. “Where’d you go after I, um—earlier?”
 
   Ever so carefully, Jason nudged me forward, wedging himself between my back and the rock wall, and my God did he feel good—so warm and firm and there. He cocooned me with his body, his chest to my back and his legs propped up on either side of me. His left arm slid around my middle, just under my sling, and he raised his right arm, tracing a slow line along my collarbone, up my neck, and along my jawline with his fingertips.
 
   “Walking,” he said. “I just walked around. I couldn’t be here.”
 
   “Why?” I whispered.
 
   Jason held me, kindling a gentle, sizzling promise I hadn’t felt in weeks. Warmth blossomed in my lower abdomen, his touch arousing my desire with embarrassing ease.
 
   “Needed a breather.” His fingers clasped my jaw tenderly, and he turned my head so the side of my face was pressed against the worn brown leather of his coat. He lowered his head and nuzzled my neck, and when he next spoke, his breath tickled skin made overly sensitive by weeks of neglect. “I need to know one thing. Why didn’t you tell me earlier…and why now?”
 
   “That’s two things,” I managed to say, though the words were breathy.
 
   He chuckled, the sound fanning the flames of desire. He was doing a really good job of warming me up, inside and out. “Tell me,” he said against my neck.
 
   I sighed. “I was afraid.”
 
   “Of…?”
 
   “You.” I felt Jason tense, his lips stilling on my neck, and rushed to explain. “I mean, saying ‘do whatever you need to do to survive’ and actually being cool with me making out with some other guy so I could steal his gun are two entirely different things. And then the thing with Gabe, I—it terrified me every time I thought about telling you.”
 
   “But you did tell me.”
 
   I laughed, a dry, bitter sound. “I had to. I—the secrets, the guilt—I couldn’t be around you without thinking about the things I wasn’t telling you.” Like about your mom. I took a deep breath, still not sure I would ever tell him about her, because despite how understanding Jason was being about the other secrets I’d divulged, I wasn’t worried the one about his mom would break us; I feared it would break him. “At first, I thought you were pulling away. I thought you’d changed your mind, that you didn’t want to be us. But it wasn’t you; it was me.” I tried to sit up, intending to turn around so I could see his face, but his arms tensed, holding me in place.
 
   I had no choice but to relax back against him. “I was distancing myself from you without realizing what I was doing, and once I did realize it, I knew I had to, you know, confess…because I missed you. I miss you.”
 
   Jason made a rough noise low in his throat. He raised his head, and the hand holding my jaw moved lower, his strong fingers dancing along the side of my neck. “Did either of them touch you here?”
 
   “Yes,” I whispered.
 
   His lips replaced his fingers, a searing brand on that sensitive skin. His hand moved lower, dipping under the collar of my sweater. His fingertips traced the edge of my bra. “And here?”
 
   “Just a”—my voice hitched as he pushed the thin fabric out of the way, his fingertips trailing a blaze of pleasure—“just a little…bit.”
 
   His lips, still on my neck, curved, and imagining his possessive smile was like lighter fluid on my burning desire. The arm he’d wrapped around my middle shifted lower, his hand slipping under the hem of my sweater. He ran charged fingertips up and down my side, from my hip up to my bra and back. “And here?”
 
   “I—I don’t—”
 
   That hand, those fingertips, moved to my stomach, sliding ever so lightly over the skin of my lower abdomen, just above the waistband of my jeans, and I whimpered. Jason’s responding chuckle was so knowing, so male, so heated. “Here?”
 
   Breaths coming faster, I shook my head. My hand clutched his thigh in an effort to stave off my mounting, needy ache.
 
   Jason popped the top button on my pants, then drew the zipper down more slowly than I would have thought possible. My hips lifted off the ground, seeking, wanting.
 
   He tsked me. “Patience, Red.”
 
   With a low groan, I moved my hand higher up on his thigh. His arousal showed in the unmistakable hardness pressed against my lower back.
 
   My hand was just below his pocket when he stopped unzipping. “No, Red.”
 
   The fingers on my breast pinched in a way that would have hurt had I not been so painfully aroused. The pleasure-pain earned another whimper from me.
 
   “Just feel.” He lowered the zipper the rest of the way with a quick jerk. “Close your eyes and just feel.”
 
   Thankfully, he stopped teasing. He thrust his hand into my pants, and I groaned, and again my hips lifted off the ground. I shifted my hand closer to his knee, my fingertips digging into his jeans. To say my body ached for him would be a gross understatement.
 
   “Jason…please. I need…”
 
   He laughed, low and rough, then shoved that final barrier out of the way. “Tell me if I’m hurting you,” he said as he finally gave me what I craved. Remotely, I registered that he had to be talking about my arm, but at that moment, with his fingers doing such tantalizing things between my legs, I really didn’t care. His fingers were everywhere in the most delicious ways. Mounting pleasure was my whole world.
 
   I gasped as Jason’s touch hurtled me off the top of a mountain of bliss, and I was free-falling into heaven, or maybe into hell.
 
   I lay in his arms for minutes, breathing hard and basking in the afterglow. Craning my neck, I peered up at his shadowed face. “So you’re not mad?”
 
   “No, Red,” Jason laughed. “All the proof I need that you’re still mine is right here.” His forearm flexed, and he did something with his fingers that sent echoes of pleasure through my body.
 
   I moaned and arched against him, but in my chest, a very different ache blossomed. I want more than this…more than lust, I didn’t say. I want you to love me, because I love you, I didn’t say, despite feeling it in my every cell.
 
   With a satisfied exhale, Jason withdrew his hands from my pants and shirt and quickly refastened my jeans. His powerful arms wrapped around my middle, and he rose, bringing me up with him.
 
   Once I was on my feet, I turned and slipped my hand under the hem of his t-shirt, tracing the outline of his abs. I moved my hand lower, fully intending to return the pleasure he’d just lavished upon my body.
 
   He caught my wrist in an iron grip before I reached the top button of his jeans. Shaking his head, he said, “Let’s go to bed.”
 
   My eyebrows drew together. “But…don’t you want”—I glanced lower on his body—“you know…?”
 
   Leaning down so his lips brushed my ear, he laughed huskily. “More than anything. But we can’t risk me nulling everyone; it’s too dangerous. Ky’s keeping watch, but without his Ability…” I felt him shake his head. “After what happened last time, I’m not willing to risk it for anything…not until I know we’re safe.”
 
   I flushed. Last time we’d really been together, he’d lost control of his Ability—nulling the general area, as usual—and I’d been abducted. “Oh, right. If you’re sure…”
 
   He shifted, trailing his lips along my jawline until he pressed a gentle, almost chaste kiss against my lips. “I am. And trust me, Red—it’ll be worth the wait.”
 
   I’m sure, I thought. But I want more than that, too.
 
   Jason captured my hand and led me back to camp. We retreated into our tent, where Jack was already waiting for us, and settled into our sleeping bags—closer to each other now, but still far enough apart that Jason wouldn’t accidentally hurt my arm while we slept. Jason was asleep within minutes, his breathing deep and even, and not long after, Jack snuggled close on my other side. He inhaled deeply, exhaled in a sigh, and was out.
 
   I watched Jason, studied the way the moon shadows played over the sharp angles and planes of his face and softened the harshness of his scar, until sleep tugged my eyelids closed. But my mind refused to give in to the coaxing pull, despite my body being utterly exhausted and more relaxed than it had been in weeks. I lay there, willing myself to fall asleep.
 
   After an hour or two of trying, I gave up. I opened my mind, seeking out a companion for the wee hours of the morning. Wings was napping in the pasture, and thousands of other creatures were slinking and scurrying through the field around camp, but none of them were the mind I sought.
 
   Finally, I found Ray, perched on one of the top branches of a lodgepole pine a few miles away. The falcon fluffed her feathers in anticipation as I relaxed into her mind. She spread her wings and launched into the night before I was fully detached from my own body, and I felt myself exhale a sigh of relief.
 
   Yes! This is what I need.
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   My heart raced, and my body trembled with a thrilling sort of panic; an aria of desire and excitement and fear sung through me, sensations so raw and real it was as if I was feeling them for the first time.
 
   He braced me up against a wall, a woolen blanket the only thing sparing me from the hard surface of the rough, wooden slats. Momentarily, my eyes flitted open. I was in a barn washed in the pale dawn light seeping in between wood planks.
 
   A low, possessive groan preceded his hot breath, burning against my neck. I shuddered as instinct took over, and my eyes closed again. He trailed urgent kisses along my jaw before finding my mouth, his lips both soft and bruising. His hot body against mine sent a curling ribbon of anticipation spiraling through me.
 
   How could something so wild feel so right?
 
   A throbbing need flooded my insides, filling even my deepest, most forgotten hollows. It was nearly too much to bear as his strong fingers knotted in my hair, his silken tongue burning against my skin, and I could feel his muscles flexing with every determined thrust of his body. His fingertips explored my curves, leaving fire trails in their wake and setting my body ablaze with an appetite for something I didn’t understand but desperately wanted to fulfill.
 
   A devastatingly greedy hunger rippled through me, and my immediate fears and uncertainties vanished as I let all my inhibitions go. Feeling so full and overwhelmed with lust, I gripped him closer and struggled to catch my breath…
 
   He thrust, and I cried out.
 
   Feeling awakened and near bursting with a coiling, aching fever I thought might bring me to my knees if I didn’t give in, I shuddered against him, holding on for dear life as the world dissolved around me. And as though my body couldn’t contain the roiling sensations a moment longer, my insides swelled with a pulsating intoxication that left me near tears.
 
   I was falling…losing myself in a swirling blackness of passion.
 
   “Jake…”
 
    
 
   Starting awake, my insides still clenched in wanting and my heart nearly jumping out of my sweat-dampened chest, I looked around the tent’s interior. I took a deep breath, steadying my nerves. I’d expected to see Becca still asleep beside me, but thankfully, I was alone. Did I oversleep?
 
   Hearing hushed whispers outside by the campfire, and with only dim light filling the tent, I assumed it was still early morning. I sighed in relief. This dream, like the many I’d been having as of late, seemed so real that I felt like I was losing my mind—or, rather, like I might be finding it again. I ran my fingers through my hair and lay back down, heaving a sigh of relief that I was alone in the tent. I couldn’t imagine what Becca might’ve overheard had she been asleep beside me. Get a grip, Zoe.
 
   I unzipped my sleeping bag and let the cool air assault my exposed skin. Although my arms were covered by long sleeves, I’d been growing too warm most nights, and had decided shorts were a better option. As I sat there in the brisk spring chill, I realized the dreams were most likely the cause of my body’s confusion. I shivered, welcoming the distraction, and I hoped it would help stir me awake and out of my apparent sex fog.
 
   My dreams had become more frequent and so much more…real. As a result, it was increasingly difficult to be around Jake—to look at him and not see his hard, naked body and the hunger illuminating his copper eyes that I saw so frequently in my sleep. As long as we weren’t too close or touching, I found it easy to be around him. But when I came close enough that I could feel his longing for the woman I’d once been, I was torn. I wasn’t her, I likely never would be again, and I wasn’t sure how he was going to deal with that when he finally accepted it.
 
   Determined to get my day started, I dug through my duffel and pulled out a set of clean clothes. After unfurling my favorite black t-shirt, I shook the wrinkles out of it and pulled it over my head. Amused, I considered how foreign my clothes had felt to me a little over a week ago, and that at some point I’d deemed a knee-high pair of soft, pink socks, the black, well-worn t-shirt, and a pair of snug, faded blue jeans my favorite ensemble. Had that always been the case? Given the fact that I’d been a gallery assistant of sorts like Jake had said, I highly doubted it.
 
   Standing as straight as was possible in the two-person tent that was Becca’s and my current bedroom, I tugged my jeans up, pausing as my eyes lingered on the tattoo on my hip. I’d often wondered why, of all things, I’d decided to get a Celtic knot inked on my skin—the same Celtic knot I’d apparently painted on pretty much all of my worldly possessions. What does it mean? I’d seen its twin on the inside of Dani’s left wrist when Harper had been examining her broken arm. I’d wanted to ask her about it on numerous occasions. I knew, deep down, that it was important to us, that it symbolized something that I would probably never fully comprehend, but I wanted to at least try.
 
   Unzipping the side pocket of my bag, I pulled out my brush, running it through my hair before tossing it back down. Jake’s voice rumbled in the still air outside my tent, and I froze, listening and waiting. I wasn’t sure I had gathered my wits enough to see him just yet. Straining to listen, I heard his heavy, unhurried footsteps dawdle by what I assumed was the fire pit. He chuckled softly at something one of the other campers whispered, and I heard a folding chair creak beneath his powerful body. The image of his strong, possessive arms wrapped around me flashed in my mind, and I groaned.
 
   Searching the side pocket of my bag for my toothbrush and a tube of toothpaste, another smoldering image of his fingers gripping my hair flashed in my mind. Despite my efforts to explore the comet trail of desire and curiosities left behind by my frequent dreamy sexcapades, it was proving difficult to find my backbone when it came to initiating anything between Jake and me. The pressure to be her, and the fear that I would grossly disappoint him, trumped all of my own intentions and desires.
 
   Finally, I found my toothbrush and toothpaste and grabbed my bomber jacket before steadying myself to leave my safety zone. Unzipping the tent, I stepped out into the chilly morning and let the cool, high-desert air assault my hyperaware senses.
 
   So as not to be rude, I glanced over at Jason and Jake, who were sipping their morning coffee by the fire. “Good morning.”
 
   Jake’s back was to me, but Jason’s wasn’t. My brother looked exhausted, but who wouldn’t be after having second watch—scouting the camp perimeter while the rest of us slept soundly in our tents. Jason nodded at me and Jake craned his neck as I passed by.
 
   “Morning,” they said in unison.
 
   Under the heat of Jake’s stare, I couldn’t help but blush. Can he tell I just woke up from a scandalous dream about him? The way my face reddened and I fumbled around whenever he was nearby, I assumed it was nearly impossible for him not to notice how much his presence affected me.
 
   I walked over to the water station Sarah and I had set up on the back of the temporarily nonoperational and very rickety covered wagon. Taking a couple days of respite while Jake and Jason worked on repairing it was a welcome break from long days of boring riding; it allowed everyone—horses and riders alike—time to rest and gave me the opportunity to appreciate the expansive high desert landscape that surrounded us.
 
   I dipped a small, plastic cup into a galvanized tub of water, filling it as much as I could before heading over to the washing station a few yards away. I stopped at the folding table set up near a small cliff that overlooked a canyon, stuck my toothbrush inside the water cup to wet the bristles, and squeezed on a healthy dose of much-needed minty paste.
 
   Appreciating the small luxuries, I brushed my teeth, grateful to carry out such a mundane task with such a spectacularly eerie view. With the sun illuminating the dense fog that settled between the towering sandstone mesas scattered below our camp, it was like the fog acted as a barrier between two worlds—two realities.
 
   I felt like I was caught between two realities—the one I’d awoken in after the incident at the golf course, and the one I should’ve been in.
 
   “Did you sleep well?”
 
   I jumped mid-brush and pivoted around to find Jake wandering up behind me. His coffee mug was dwarfed in his large hand as he took a sip. His eyes met mine briefly before shifting to my mouth and back. Clearing his throat, he averted his gaze as he tried not to laugh. “You have some toothpaste…right here,” he said and pointed to the corner of his mouth.
 
   Mortified, I hurriedly wiped away the white, pasty foam with my sleeve.
 
   “Did you sleep well?” He stepped past me, his gaze fixed on the canyon surrounding us.
 
   When he looked back at me, expecting an answer, I nodded. With a final quick brush, I spit over the edge of the cliff. “You?”
 
   Amused, Jake watched me as I swished around a final mouthful of water. “Jason and I had second watch last night,” he said.
 
   I spit again. “Oh, right. How was it?”
 
   He shrugged and took a step toward me, a crooked smile parting his lips. “I found something I want to show you,” he said, bringing his hand up to my cheek. Unbidden, images from my dream flashed through my mind, and once again I felt a thrilling sense of panic. With the pad of his thumb, he wiped away what I assumed were the final remnants of my morning routine.
 
   “Thanks,” I said, feeling self-conscious under the weight of his stare.
 
   His smile broadened. “What are you doing today?”
 
   I grabbed the jacket I’d hung over some sagebrush and shrugged it on before gathering my things. “Umm, after breakfast, I was going to practice some more with Sam and Tavis. I think I’m finally starting to get a teensy bit better with the whole archery thing.”
 
   “Good,” he said.
 
   “I’m free after that, unless you want to help me with my self-defense again.” I gave him a playful flutter of my eyelashes. “Because last time worked out so well…”
 
   Jake grinned and rubbed the side of his face like he could still feel where I’d smacked him. “Jason and I need to put the front wheel back on the wagon, but we can practice after.”
 
   “Perfect,” I said, and we started walking back toward camp. “So you guys figured it out then? Whatever was wrong with the wheel, I mean.”
 
   Jake stopped just outside camp, dumping the final remnants of coffee from his mug out on the dirt. “I think so. We tweaked a few things, so hopefully it’ll help.”
 
   “Well, that’s good news,” I said, smiling at Sarah as she waddled past us. “I’m gonna help Sarah with breakfast. Come find me later?”
 
   Jake studied me, his expression bordering on amused. “You got it,” he said, and I felt a surge of hope as he walked back toward the fire pit.
 
   Dropping my things off at my tent, I headed over to Sarah, who was bustling around by the food tubs as she gathered her morning ingredients. “What can I do?” I asked, ready to be put to work.
 
   She glanced over at me. “Hey, Zoe.” She flashed a bubbly smile, an expression I’d come to rely on each morning. “Can you wash and chop the potatoes for me? Pretty please, with extra chocolate syrup?”
 
   A laugh burst from my mouth, and I felt the tension Jake had inspired in my body instantly ease. “Cheap shot, Sarah,” I said, shaking my head with feigned regret. “I never should’ve told you about my chocolate addiction.”
 
   She batted her eyelashes at me for show and offered me another silly smile. “The potatoes…?”
 
   “Of course I’ll chop potatoes,” I said, sidestepping around her to the oversized basket of what was left of the potatoes we’d brought with us from Colorado Trails. “I’m assuming we’re gonna need all of them, right?”
 
   “Yes, please.”
 
   I heaved the basket up, pausing to figure out the best place to clean them.
 
   “Go ahead and just use the water in the tub, Zoe. It’ll be easier that way. I’ll ask Biggs to get us fresh water later, after we do the dishes.”
 
   “After I do the dishes. You don’t need to be lugging around cast-iron skillets and bending over so much.” I shook my head. “In case you forgot, you’re pregnant,” I added dryly.
 
   “Am I? Geez, that would explain a lot.”
 
   I shrugged, “Just thought I’d remind you.” I offered her a playful smile. Happy I didn’t have to lug at least fifteen pounds of potatoes somewhere else to scrub and chop, I placed the basket on the ground beneath the ledge of the chuck wagon, where the water tub sat. Reaching for the large Ziplock bag of sponges, SOS pads, and miscellaneous brushes tucked inside one of the wagon’s little cubbies, I picked through the contents before choosing a palm-size bristle brush and began scrubbing.
 
   “So, what’s on Sarah’s Roadside Menu this morning?” I asked. “The boys came back empty-handed last night…that doesn’t mean we’re having, like, roadkill or something, does it?”
 
   “I would’ve considered it if we’d seen any that was fresh, but nope, we’re going with spam in our breakfast burritos this morning.” Sarah sighed. “Honestly, Zoe, I’m beginning to run out of ideas. There are so many of us now, I think I’ve exhausted all of my sort-of-quick-but-good ideas, at least if I want to feed everyone before it’s time to start preparing lunch.”
 
   “We’re traveling, Sarah. No one expects a five-course meal. We’re lucky we have you cooking for us at all, and besides, I’ve never heard anyone complain.” I put a scrubbed potato on the cutting board Sarah had delivered to me before reaching for another potato.
 
   “Thanks. I guess it’s just that cooking is really the only thing I can contribute at this point. I just don’t want to disappoint.”
 
   From my periphery, I watched her pour oil into three cast-iron skillets and carry them one by one to the campfire, placing them beside one another on the metal grate Biggs had set up for her.
 
   As she waddled back, wiping her hands off on her apron, she glanced around. “Where’s Becca this morning, anyway? Is she getting tired of me already?”
 
   I laughed. “No, I don’t think so. She’s probably with Mase and Camille. She was gone this morning when I woke up, so don’t take it personal.”
 
   “I’ll try not to.” She bustled around behind me for a while, leaving me to my thoughts as I scrubbed one potato after another.
 
   “How are things going with Jake?” Sarah asked after a few minutes.
 
   I felt my body tense. “They’re good,” I said as nonchalantly as possible.
 
   Lazy footsteps, followed by a sigh and Sarah’s shadow approaching, brought my scrubbing to a stop. I looked over to find her staring directly at me, head tilted to the side and hands on her hips. “Tell me,” she demanded. “What’s wrong?”
 
   Giving in, I sighed. “Nothing’s wrong.”
 
   “Something’s…something. You’re lost in thought, which is more of an old Zoe thing than a new Zoe thing.”
 
   My head snapped toward her. “Is it?” I couldn’t help feeling a burst of hope.
 
   With a curt nod, she crossed her arms, resting them on her belly. “Now spill.” The curious gleam in her pale, brown eyes betrayed her hard-set features.
 
   Rinsing off the newly scrubbed potato in my hand, I set it aside and turned to face her. “It’s the dreams.” I wiped my wet hands off on a towel haphazardly draped over the edge of the chuck boxes. “You know…about Jake?”
 
   Sarah grinned. “I remember. Does that mean you finally did something about it?” Her eyebrows danced suggestively.
 
   “No,” I said, exasperated.
 
   Sarah’s excitement vanished, replaced with sympathy. “I’m just teasing you, Zoe.”
 
   “What’s wrong with me, Sarah?” I leaned against the fold-out work table, rubbing my temples as if it might help the answer form.
 
   She sighed heavily. “You haven’t even talked to him about your dreams?”
 
   “God no!” I blanched. “What the hell would I say?”
 
   “Okay, well”—she threw her hands up—“this situation is clearly bothering you,” she said flatly, shielding her eyes as she squinted into the sun burning through the morning fog. “If you won’t talk to him about it, what are you going to do?”
 
   I threw my own hands up, feeling foolish and naïve. “Haven’t you ever been so scared that you’ll fail at something, that you’ll be rejected? I know it sounds silly, but—”
 
   “It doesn’t sound silly.” Sarah stepped closer to the wagon, into the shade, and the tension around her eyes lessened.
 
   “What if taking that next step makes me feel closer to him, but pushes him further away from me? I’m not the same, Sarah. The next step could easily ruin what we’re slowly putting back together—”
 
   “Or make it better.” She watched me for a long moment, clearly considering my situation. “You know what I think?”
 
   I stared at her blankly.
 
   “I think you just need to take the chance—not with sex or kissing or anything you don’t feel comfortable with, but you need to be more open with him. Let’s be honest, it’s Jake, which means he’s not going to push things between you guys…he’s waiting for you.” Sarah placed both of her hands on my shoulders. “If you want things to change, you need to make the first move—and soon, by the sound of it, or these dreams are going to drive you crazy.” Sarah gave my shoulders a squeeze. “You’re torturing yourself, Zoe. I know it’s scary, but you need to do something. You’re letting your fear get in the way of your relationship with him.”
 
   I groaned, nerves making me feel nauseous. “I know.” As much as I knew she was trying to help, it was easy for her to encourage me; she’d been with Biggs for months—they were having a baby together even. They’d come to know each other organically, whereas I woke up in a relationship I couldn’t remember ever having been in.
 
   “For what it’s worth…I don’t think you’ll regret trying to be with Jake. I just hope you don’t hurt him in the process. He’s a good guy, Zoe.” Sarah turned away, smiling to herself as she ambled to the food trunk.
 
   Multiple images of her and Biggs flashed through my mind. Although I’d gotten a bit better at distracting myself so I wasn’t solely focused on everyone’s memories and emotions all the time, some were more difficult to ignore than others. And sometimes curiosity got the best of me, and I couldn’t help but pay too much attention. What’s it like…really being with someone?
 
   Refocusing on Sarah, I realized that she was watching me intently and that I’d been thinking out loud…again. I cleared my throat, feeling like I’d been caught lurking in the dark corners of her mind. Because, in a way, I had.
 
   “What’s what like?” Her eyes narrowed and then widened. “Are you in my head, Zoe?”
 
   Biting the inside of my cheek, my hands found their way to my temples again, and I attempted to rub the swirling questions I had away. “Yes…sorry.”
 
   She only tossed her head back and let out a boisterous laugh. “‘What’s it like?’ It’s amazing, Zoe.”
 
   I smiled timidly, relieved she wasn’t offended by my prodding.
 
   “Which is why I think you shouldn’t run away from whatever you and Jake might still have just because you’re feeling lost. I think you should try to figure things out. Biggs makes me feel beautiful and special, even when I’m as big as a whale. He makes me feel alive.” She smiled, more for herself than for me. “I don’t know how I would’ve gotten this far without him. Granted, I wouldn’t be like I am now, near bursting and hormonal as all hell, without him…”
 
   Sarah’s thoughts drifted and she glanced over to the tents, where Biggs and Sanchez were standing with Jason. “Being with someone you love makes you feel important,” she said wistfully. “It makes you feel like everything will be okay because you have someone to face your problems with. Jake used to be that for you, at least I think he was. But you won’t know if he still is until you try.”
 
   In spite of my uncertainty, I longed to have with someone what Sarah had with Biggs. Jake was amazing, I knew it innately, even if I wasn’t sure how or why I knew it. Determined to find out if he really was someone I could love, I decided that today had to be that day—the day we would take things a step further, regardless of how small and seemingly insignificant that step might be. I needed it. We needed it.
 
    
 
   ~~~~~
 
    
 
   “You’re getting faster,” Jake said, helping me to my feet after our final round of blocking and kicking. I excelled at the blocking, although any sort of offensive strikes had proved to be more difficult.
 
   “Yeah?” I said, genuinely curious. Cooper trotted over to us, and I rubbed his head while he paused from his exploring.
 
   Jake nodded. “But speed was never a problem for you.”
 
   I frowned. “What was my problem?”
 
   Jake only chuckled as he took in my expression. “Let’s just say you weren’t very strong.”
 
   “Weren’t? You mean not…?”
 
   “Weren’t,” he clarified and gestured to my exposed biceps. They were nothing to write home about. “You’re stronger now. All you need is to remember—” He stopped himself. “You just need to learn how to use that strength again.”
 
   Again. The fact that he’d probably spent countless hours teaching me, doing the same training exercises we’d been doing together the past couple days, was aggravating.
 
   Luckily, Chris and Harper strode by, deep in conversation, giving me something else to think about. Them. I smiled. They weren’t overtly affectionate, but they spent a lot of their time together, and I’d seen Harper come out of Chris’s tent on more than one occasion.
 
   “We’re heading up to the ledge after this,” Jake told them. “We’ll be back after sundown.”
 
   Chris nodded. “Have fun.”
 
   “See you in a couple hours,” Harper said, and they both continued toward camp.
 
   I glanced behind us toward the canyon below and then back to Jake. “Excuse me…the ledge? Are you going to throw me over?”
 
   Jake took my hand in his, a gesture I hadn’t quite expected, and we walked toward the mass of boulders at the southwest edge of camp. “Not exactly.”
 
   “Umm…”
 
   Jake stopped. “Are you afraid of heights now?”
 
   “Why? I wasn’t before?” That was surprising.
 
   Jake shook his head. “Not that I’m aware of.”
 
   “Oh.”
 
   Smiling, he squeezed my hand tighter in his. “It’s not as bad as it sounds, I promise. Come on, Coop!”
 
   I bit at the inside of my cheek. Jake wanted to do something special with me today, alone, and I wasn’t about to complain. “Alright. But remember, Harper and Chris know I’m going to this ledge with you, so if anything happens to me…”
 
   Jake laughed softly, and we fell into step beside one another.
 
   After a few minutes of walking hand in hand, I lost sight of camp, but I didn’t mind. We really were completely alone, and I felt strangely at ease about it. Something was different about us this time; whether it was the fact that I was adamant to step out of my comfort zone or the fact that this seemed the closest thing to a date I could ever remember having, I wasn’t sure. But I was both comfortable and content.
 
   “I found this place last night during my rounds,” Jake said, leading me up onto a large, lichen-covered boulder. He stepped up and reached down to help pull me up, too. He was squinting even though his back was to the lowering sun. “I thought you might like it.”
 
   “I’m excited,” I said truthfully. He guided me up onto another large rock, but this time my foot slipped, and I flailed forward. Jake caught me, his hands gripping mine with a firm, reassuring hold.
 
   “Are you alright?” His hands were rough and warm and strong around mine, one small detail to add the list of things I’d been noticing about him the more time we spent together.
 
   I let out a disgruntled grumble. “Yeah, thanks. I guess I’m not very good at this hiking stuff.”
 
   “You’ve never been very agile,” Jake teased and helped me step onto the next rock. “It’s just over here.” He nodded toward the tallest boulder as his fingers tightened around mine, trying to keep me from toppling over.
 
   As if they were carried on the gentle breeze, a stream of memories filled my mind, and I couldn’t shut them out.
 
    
 
   I saw myself on the ground, struggling beneath a very aggressive and determined soldier as he straddled me, grinning.
 
   I was sobbing and screaming.
 
   A little ways off, Cooper stood beside Jake at the edge of the woods; Jake’s attention snapped  between the soldier and me.
 
    
 
   In a blink, I watched another, older military man fall to the ground, a bullet between his eyes, and Jake leaned against a tree, bleeding and in pain.
 
    
 
   Jake had saved me. I could feel his disgust and astonishment acutely. There was something about physically touching each other that made our connection stronger.
 
   Another memory flickered to life.
 
    
 
   Jake was holding me against his chest. I was unconscious as we rushed toward a truck, Harper and Sanchez hobbling along nearby.
 
   “How many Crazies was that?” Sanchez groaned, limping as she leaned against Harper. Blood covered the front of her shirt and was all over Harper’s hands and clothes, as well. “The bastards came out of nowhere…” She cringed. “Ah! Shit!”
 
   “Stop talking and concentrate on getting back to the truck,” Harper said.
 
   Sanchez retorted with something sarcastic, but I was distracted by Jake’s perpetual glances down at me, cradled in his arms as I was, and the way he absently stroked the side of my face, resting against his chest.
 
    
 
   “Here,” he said, stirring me from his memories. “Put your foot right here.”
 
   I smiled at how careful he was with me. I could imagine how being around him had made me feel. His hands tightened reassuringly around mine, and I had no doubt that he’d made me feel safe.
 
   Without warning, another memory assaulted me.
 
    
 
   I saw myself, crumpled on a cement floor in what appeared to be a cafeteria, my face blue and bile and sweat covering my body. But Jake didn’t seem to mind any of that as he gathered me into his arms. I could feel his fear, anger, and self-loathing as he called for help and rushed me away to find Harper.
 
    
 
   And then another…
 
    
 
   I was lying on a hospital table, unconscious, with IVs in my arms and tubes up my nose and down my throat. Jake paced back and forth, desperately waiting.
 
    
 
   “It was your blood,” I whispered, resisting as he pulled on my hands, urging me forward.
 
   Jake let up. “What?”
 
   I shook my head, amazed every time I learned something new about him…about us. “Do you ever get tired of saving my life?” Though the question was little more than a whisper, it was still a question I needed him to answer.
 
   With the exception of Dani and how much we’d relied on each other growing up, I was suddenly certain that no one had ever done as much for me in my entire lifetime as Jake had done in the few months we’d known each other. “Do you?” I persisted.
 
   He furrowed his brow.
 
   “Even after Dr. Wesley found me, you tried the transfusion again—you tried to help me. It seems I’m always getting myself into trouble, and you’re always having to get me out of it. Do you ever get tired of saving my life?” I repeated, barely noticing Cooper chasing a lizard in the crevasses in the rocks beneath our feet.
 
   Jake stared at me a moment longer before looking away. “It’s just the way it is.” I could feel a hint of irritation coming from him.
 
   “But it can’t be easy for you…”
 
   His eyes found mine again, an unsettling disquiet burning within them, scorching any remaining questions off my tongue. “No,” he said carefully. “It’s not. But I’m glad I can be there when you need me, regardless of how much it bothers you.”
 
   “It bothers me?” I asked, more than a little curious. It seemed unlikely that I would be annoyed at having my own knight in shining armor.
 
   “I could be wrong, but I don’t think you’re used to relying on other people.”
 
   “It makes sense, I guess.” I stepped up to stand on the rock beside him. “And what about you?” I asked more playfully. “Are you a habitual hero, or am I just one lucky girl?”
 
   Jake’s expression hardened, and he stared down at our joined hands. “I’m still getting used to having someone I”—he paused and let go of my hand—“someone I want to take care of.”
 
   I barely heard the words as the wind whooshed past my ears, but I had heard him, and my heart skittered in my chest. “I—” I cleared my throat. “I see.”
 
   We continued our climb to the ledge.
 
   “Well, whatever’s happened in our past,” I ventured. “I hope I’ve told you that I appreciate all that you’ve done for me.”
 
   Finally, he smiled again, and my heart felt a little lighter. “I know you do,” he said, pulling me toward him. “This has been a learning curve for both of us.”
 
   We stood there quietly for a long moment, staring at one another.
 
   “I’d probably be dead right now if it weren’t for you,” I said. After all I’d seen, it was obvious.
 
   Jake narrowed his eyes the barest amount, no doubt gauging what my reaction to his answer might be. “Probably,” he said. “But then, I don’t think you would’ve had so many close calls if it weren’t for me, either.” Jake peered out at the view and reached for my hand once more. “Stop distracting me, would you?” I was relieved by his lighthearted tone. “I promise, you’re going to like this.”
 
   Stepping up onto a flat rock, I froze beside him, gripping his arm to steady myself, and gaped in awe. I didn’t care how high up we were, the desert was the most picturesque, undisturbed landscape I’d ever seen. It stretched on as far as I could see, eroded sandstone towers standing vigil over the valley floor, casting protective shadows over every fissure etched in its basin. Fuchsia cactus flowers edged down the mountain we stood atop of, meeting a valley floor with bursts of yellow and purple wildflowers. The reddish hue of the late afternoon created an almost alien glow over the horizon, and I felt like I was on another planet. It was amazingly beautiful, and standing there, looking up at Jake, his eyes glowing golden brown, I never wanted to leave. This place was ours.
 
   “It’s so beautiful. Thank you for bringing me here.” I took both of his hands in mine. The urge to kiss him, to create new memories between us, was almost too intense to resist. So I didn’t.
 
   Leaning forward, I appreciated the soft smile that pulled at his lips and lost myself in his asking eyes, and my excitement trumped my lingering uncertainties.
 
   But with another surfacing memory, I hesitated.
 
    
 
   We stood in an old house, blood covering me as I peered up at him with a pained expression on my face. Moving tentatively in to kiss me, Jake yearned for forgiveness and a sense of familiarity. His kiss was controlled, but desperate and full of more emotion than he knew what to do with. He needed me—her. He wanted her…he loved her.
 
    
 
   My mind filled with emotional vomit I couldn’t process, and I took a step back, unable to bring myself to follow through—to try to be her. Feeling something cool on my cheek, I blinked and wiped a lone tear away. I couldn’t do this; I couldn’t take the chance—not right now, not yet.
 
   “What’s wrong?” Jake asked, concern creasing his brow and an expression of longing on his face.
 
   Reaching out to hold his hand was the most I could offer him. I flashed him a weak smile and turned toward the sunset. “The sun’s setting,” I said hoarsely. “Let’s get comfortable.”
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   DANI
 
   APRIL 20, 1AE
 
   Great Basin Desert, Nevada
 
    
 
   For almost three weeks, we traveled across Utah and into Nevada in relative peace. We encountered no Crazies, no megalomaniacal dictators, no mind-controlling cult leaders. No human enemies crossed our path, which seemed almost miraculous. But in a wasteland as expansive as the Great Basin Desert, there was no need for human enemies. The desert itself was enemy enough.
 
   The first horse fell before the sun even reached its zenith. It didn’t matter that it was early spring and the days never reached blisteringly hot temperatures; what mattered was that we hadn’t encountered freshwater in two days, and our reserve supply was dangerously low—too low for a caravan of over two dozen horses, nineteen people, a few goats, and two dogs. The last “town” we’d passed—it was really little more than a cluster of farms—we actually had to circumvent widely due to a large population of Crazies who, according to Zoe, were exceedingly bloodthirsty, and the last three bodies of water we’d come across were saltwater, not fresh. The Fates, it seemed, had turned against us.
 
   I was riding beside Jason and his as-yet-unnamed horse at the front of our column when Sarah shrieked. Jason and I exchanged wide-eyed glances and quickly guided our horses back down the length of the caravan to find out the cause of Sarah’s shriek. If she was going into labor…now…
 
   Near the back, just ahead of the covered wagon, Houdini, an older palomino thoroughbred who’d been with us since leaving Bodega Bay months ago—who I’d befriended years ago, when I worked at the Bodega Bay Riders’ Ranch—lay on the gravel shoulder. He was partially on his side, his legs slightly curled and his head resting limp on the ground, and some of the stuff sacks and a duffel bag that had been strapped to his pack saddle were strewn around him on the gravel. His sides heaved with each too-quick breath.
 
   “Oh God, no!” I swung my leg over Wings’s rump and jumped down, not caring that the sharp movement jarred my broken arm. I lunged toward Houdini, dropping to my knees by his head. “Dini…” My fingers brushed over his forehead, moving his blond bangs away from his eyes so he could see. Those brown eyes were wide and filled with terror.
 
   I strengthened the telepathic link between us automatically, needing to comfort him, to ease his mounting panic. “It’s okay, Houdini…it’s okay,” I murmured in his mind. “I’m here. You’ll be fine. Just breathe, old friend. Just breathe, and you’ll be okay. I’ll take care of you.”
 
   Lies. All lies. He wouldn’t be okay. And the worst part was that he knew it.
 
   I reached for the nearest buckle on his pack saddle, the one over his shoulder, but my fingers were trembling too badly to be effective. I balled my hand into a fist and glanced up at the humans standing in a loose circle around us. I didn’t understand why they were just standing there.
 
   “Help me!” I said, tugging ineffectively at the buckle once more. “Get this damn thing off him.” The words came out broken, an almost sob. “Please!”
 
   Jason was suddenly there, and Zoe and Carlos and Mase. Everyone moved closer, wanting to help. But they couldn’t help, not in any way that really mattered.
 
   I scooted closer, lifting Houdini’s heavy head up onto my knees awkwardly with only one arm, and huddled over him. I hugged his neck and whispered empty reassurances in his mind.
 
   As his pain increased, so did his panic, and he started fading in and out of coherency.
 
   “Red? Dani?” Jason touched my shoulder. “We did what we could with the saddle, but he’s lying on part of it, so…”
 
   It didn’t matter anyway. I raised my head and met Jason’s eyes. He knew. Or at least, he suspected.
 
   “Dehydration?”
 
   I nodded. I couldn’t speak; anything I attempted to say would come out garbled and incomprehensible.
 
   “What else can we do?”
 
   I stroked my hand along the length of Houdini’s neck and took several deep breaths. Clearing my throat, I said, “Give the horses the rest of the water.”
 
   Jason stared at me for a few seconds, blinking but not speaking. Finally, he shook his head. “We’ll give each of them a drink, but we have to save some…”
 
   I felt my expression harden, but I didn’t argue.
 
   Again, he stared and didn’t respond for long seconds. “What do you want to do now?”
 
   I swallowed. Talking about water was making my throat feel painfully parched. “Tell the others to keep moving until they can’t see us anymore…and to take Wings and Nameless with them.” I wiped my cheek on my shoulder. “And nobody gets back in the saddle. We’re walking until we find freshwater.”
 
   Jason nodded before standing and striding toward our other companions, who were clustered behind the wagon. I couldn’t spare much attention for them, not with Houdini growing more and more afraid with each passing minute. I did what I could for him, reminding him that I was still there, that I wouldn’t leave him, that I loved him and would always be there with him. That I would never abandon him, not while he still breathed.
 
   I was vaguely aware of someone, possibly multiple someones, gathering the items that had been on Houdini’s pack saddle.
 
   “Dani?” It was Zoe.
 
   I continued to stare into Houdini’s wild eye, continued to murmur nonsensical things, impossible things, aloud and in his mind.
 
   Zoe touched my shoulder. “Do you want to give him some water, too?”
 
   I sniffled and shook my head. There was no point, and we couldn’t afford to waste it.
 
   Crunching gravel, receding footsteps, and then Houdini and I were alone again.
 
   I wasn’t sure how long it took—maybe fifteen minutes, maybe more—but the caravan started to move west again, leaving Jason, Houdini, and me behind on the shoulder of the highway.
 
   “Where’s the best place to do it?” Jason asked softly as he knelt behind Houdini’s head.
 
   I touched my fingers to a spot on the palomino’s forehead, then leaned over and pressed my lips against his bristly hair. “I love you, old friend,” I whispered. Maintaining the telepathic connection, I continued to soothe Houdini, even as I stood and took several steps backward.
 
   “You don’t have to watch,” Jason said.
 
   “Yes, Jason, I do.”
 
   On his exhale, Jason nodded and pulled the pistol from his shoulder holster. His aim was true, and Houdini was gone almost as soon as the bullet entered his skull.
 
   “Goodbye, old friend.”
 
    
 
   ~~~~~
 
    
 
   By the time we caught up to the caravan, the sun was directly overhead. Our companions were clustered on the side of the road, talking over one another. Jason and I didn’t notice it at first. Maybe because we didn’t want to, and maybe because it didn’t seem possible after what we’d just been through. It wasn’t until we were just several dozen yards away and I was in the process of checking in with the rest of the horses that I felt it: panic—pain—terror.
 
   Two more horses were down.
 
   It was one of the driving teams, which explained why the humans were clustered beside one of the carts. One of the cart horses had collapsed, and she’d dragged her companion down with her, fracturing the other mare’s leg in the process. Carlos and Jake were working on freeing the healthier horse, not that it mattered, while the others were arguing about what to do next.
 
   Jason’s hold tightened on my hand.
 
   “—that lake we passed a couple miles ago,” Ben said.
 
   “Yeah,” Ky agreed. “Couldn’t we, I don’t know, boil it and capture the vapor or something. That would be freshwater…”
 
   Grayson shook his head. “The amount of wood required to boil enough water…it’s too inefficient. It won’t produce enough drinkable water fast enough.”
 
   “So we go to this next town,” Sanchez said, holding up a partially folded map and shaking it. “No matter what, we go here, clear out any Crazies—”
 
   “But what if there are other people?” Sarah said.
 
   Sanchez pressed her lips into a thin line and took a deep breath. “If there are other people, we’ll make them see reason.” She raised her eyebrows. “This is the only option. We didn’t survive this long just to die of dehydration in the middle of a fucking desert.”
 
   Silences settled over the group.
 
   Jason and I stopped on the periphery, earning hasty glances and tight smiles. They’d all heard the shot; they knew Houdini’s fate and knew the cart horses—along with any other horse that collapsed—would suffer the same fate.
 
   “I’m with Sanchez,” Jason said. “I think heading for the nearest town and doing whatever it takes to get access to their water supply is our only move at this point.” He looked at me, and when I nodded, he shifted his focus to Grayson. “Daniel?”
 
   The eldest and undeniably wisest member of our group nodded as well, and one by one, so did the others.
 
   By the time we reached the “town”—the label was even less applicable to this one than it had been to the last—we’d lost another horse and were down to only one cart and the wagon. As far as I could tell, it appeared to be a single farm, lonesome and dried up in the middle of the high desert. We stopped about a quarter of a mile away to assess any possible dangers before diving in.
 
   “Do you sense anything?” Jason asked Zoe as she walked to the front of the caravan. When she shook her head, he shifted his focus to me. “And your scouts still aren’t picking up on anything?”
 
   I, too, shook my head and, staring up at the sky, watched the pale pinpoint that was Ray grow as she glided closer.
 
   Jason exhaled heavily and nodded in slow motion. It was clear that he was reticent to believe we’d caught a break. Eager, but reticent.
 
   I started salivating at the thought of gulping down water. How I still had enough moisture in my body to salivate was beyond me, but I couldn’t wait to suck down as much water as my stomach could hold. I hadn’t had to pee since just after waking, and even that had been a lackluster effort—not overly encouraging regarding my own state of dehydration. And the dark spots taunting me as they danced around the outer edges of my vision…I didn’t think those were a great sign, either.
 
   By the time we reached the farm, our pace slow to exert as little effort as possible, the spots were no longer only on the outer edge, but creeping across my vision like ashes floating in the drafts of heat over a campfire. We sought refuge in the largest, shadiest building—a slightly rundown barn. Most of us worked together to unburden the horses while Jason, Carlos, and Jake split off to work on gaining access to the remote farm’s water supply. Carlos’s Ability was more than strong enough to power a well pump, as he’d started doing pretty much everywhere we stopped that had a well so we could stock up. Unfortunately, the deeper we plunged into the Great Basin Desert, the fewer and farther between those places seemed to be.
 
   While I moved from horse to horse in the barn alongside Zoe, I imagined the sensation of water filling my mouth, cool and refreshing…trickling down my throat…dripping down my chin…over my head…
 
   “I hate to have to say this…” Jason’s voice was low, even.
 
   I looked up, focusing with some effort on the barn doorway. Jason, Carlos, and Jake stood, silhouetted in the opening by the late afternoon sun. I didn’t need to be able to see any of their shadowed faces for dread to sprout and flourish inside me.
 
   “…but the water’s no good.”
 
   I noticed the others straighten, turn to face him, exchange a confused look with whoever was nearest to them.
 
   “What do you mean?” Sanchez asked. She took several steps toward the trio, away from the wagon team she was helping Grayson unharness.
 
   “There are bodies in the house.” Jason paused. “And in the water tank.”
 
   Grayson joined Sanchez. “We can disconnect the pump, and—”
 
   “Won’t work,” Jake said from beside Jason. “Someone disabled it. It’s gonna take some time to fix, and there’s no guarantee…”
 
   Sanchez placed her hands on her hips. “What about those pickups over by the house? At least one of them’s gotta be—”
 
   Jake shook his head, his expression grim.
 
   “Someone clearly wanted to cut off these people’s access to water,” Jason said. “There’s no water here.”
 
   No water. It wasn’t possible. I shook my head as my knees gave out, and I plopped on my butt on the dirt floor. This couldn’t be happening. We couldn’t die here…not after everything. But we would.
 
   We’re going to die here.
 
   I rubbed my hand over my mouth.
 
   We’re going to die here.
 
   I felt whiskers tickle the side of my neck, closely followed by the warmth of a velvety muzzle. “No,” Wings said in my mind. “We will not die here. You will lead us to water. We trust you.”
 
   Which made the whole situation so much worse, because I couldn’t do a damn thing.
 
   I blinked.
 
   But I could do a damn thing. I could slip into Ray’s mind…into the minds of any other creatures for miles around. I could hop from mind to mind until I found freshwater.
 
   I leaned my cheek against the side of Wings’s long face. “I will try, Pretty Girl. I will try.”
 
    
 
   ~~~~~
 
    
 
   I was Ray.
 
   I flew away from the tainted two-legs den in circles. My quarry was not my usual prey, but it was no less important. My quarry was water. Without it, she-who-flies-with-me would cease to be. I had to find it. She-who-flies-with-me is part of me, now. She-who-flies-with-me cannot cease to be.
 
   I suggested life-water, warm and thick and sustaining, but she-who-flies-with-me claimed consuming such would make her ill…make her more likely to cease to be. That could not happen.
 
   I flew until the sun neared the storm clouds on the horizon. I flew until my wings ached. I flew until I had to hunt, or I, too, would cease to be.
 
    
 
   I came “awake” with a start. I’d been sleeping less and less as the days passed, spending more and more time flying with Ray, or running with Wings or Cooper or Jack. It was so easy now, so relaxing. Usually.
 
   “Did you find anything?” Jason asked. My head was on his lap, as it had been when I’d first drifted away, and his fingers were stroking the wispy flyaways at my temples. He looked down at me, hope gleaming in his eyes.
 
   I glanced at the doorway. It was still light out, but dimmer than before. I looked up at Jason. “What time is it?”
 
   “A little after seven.”
 
   I stared into his sapphire eyes for a little bit longer, savoring the hope they still contained. Because as soon as I spoke, I knew it would disappear.
 
   Taking a deep breath, I whispered, “Nothing close enough.” I closed my eyes and felt a tear escape, sliding across my temple only to be stopped by his fingertip. “I’m sorry.”
 
   Jason leaned down and pressed his lips to my forehead. “Me too.”
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   ZOE
 
   APRIL 20, 1AE
 
   Great Basin Desert, Nevada
 
    
 
   I’d come to appreciate the cool evenings in the high desert, a welcome contrast to the warm and wearisome days. And after a day as long, hot, and emotionally trying as this one had been, tonight was no different. The sun was finally setting behind the mountains, offering the group and our animal friends a reprieve from the threatening sun. I felt a slight sense of rejuvenation as the sun’s rays lessened, allowing people to scramble around in their desperation to find water without the added burden of heat.
 
   Feeling useless and overwhelmed by everyone’s mounting emotions, I couldn’t stay in the barn stewing in everyone’s fear and anxiety any longer. So, leaving Sarah, Ben, and Sam to continue making room for everyone to roll out their sleeping bags in the barn, I slipped away to clear my mind, to harness my own emotions and rid myself of everyone else’s.
 
   What are we going to do?
 
   Stretching my legs, I walked to the pump house, stopping just outside the crumbling doorframe so as not to bother Jake as he, Carlos, and Mase cranked and banged on the piping and machinery it housed.
 
   “Carlos, there’s a roll of duct tape in that bin over there.” Jake pointed to a storage tub resting by my feet. I bent down and picked it up, handing it to Carlos. “And there should be a tube of silicone, too.” On the outside, Jake was all calm confidence, but I could feel his wavering ease beneath the surface.
 
   “To seal up the cracks?” Carlos asked as he took the bin from me.
 
   Jake nodded and turned back to Mase. “On the count of three, I’ll turn to the left, you twist to the right, but be careful. I couldn’t find any piping to replace this one.”
 
   Mase nodded.
 
   “One. Two. Three.” Both men wrenched and strained, Jake more than Mase, until finally the piping twisted apart. I felt Jake’s wave of relief as he examined the intact pipe. Then his relief fizzled. “Shit.” He ran a hand over his head. “I hope to God we have enough silicone to fix this.”
 
   Unable to watch frustration harden Jake’s face, I wandered over to the workbench on the side of the barn, where Sanchez, Grayson, Harper, and Biggs were standing. Inching my way into the circle, I stared down at the three maps they had unfurled and laid out, overlapping one another.
 
   “If we go south,” Sanchez said, “we’ll find more shelter—caves and such—but there’s absolutely no indication of there being any water.”
 
   “We know there are three bodies of water here,” Harper said, pointing to an aerial map of the westernmost side of the desert.
 
   “True,” Grayson said. “But we don’t know if they’re saltwater or—”
 
   “We can’t steer clear of possible water because we’re assuming they’re salt ponds,” Harper said. “It’s a chance we might have to take…”
 
   With thinning patience lacing each of their voices, I left the four of them to debate which route to take. There were no words of advice I could offer, and I decided hanging around would only worry me more and aggravate them further.
 
   I passed Dani, who was lying quietly in Jason’s arms inside one of the stables. I could feel her mind in both an awakened and hibernating state. Jason glanced up at me as he held her, amplifying her Ability as she no doubt soared or roamed or slithered around with her animal friends in search of water.
 
   With heavy limbs, I schlepped to the edge of the farm, found a lone juniper, and nestled myself against it. Had our day not been filled with death and turmoil, I might’ve thought the storm clouds looming over the mountains miles and miles away might be our saving grace, but instead, I felt as if we were being taunted, teased. Even the sunset that stretched across the expanse that separated us from our salvation seemed to have a greater meaning. It was truly remarkable, a melody of reds and yellows and oranges so vibrant and alive I couldn’t help but wonder if it was there as an accompaniment to our swan song.
 
   “There you are,” Tavis said as he strode up behind me. “I was wondering where you’d run off to.”
 
   I smiled, knowing it didn’t reach my eyes, and scooted over so he could plop down beside me. “Where have you been?”
 
   Tavis nodded back to where the herd stood languidly. “Helping Becca and Camille give the animals what little water we could.”
 
   “Water,” I said quietly. “It’s so close…” My eyes fixed on the dark clouds moving even further away from us as the breeze picked up.
 
   “True. Wouldn’t it be nice if the breeze was moving in the opposite direction…”
 
   I nodded.
 
   With a sigh, I gazed out at the most barren stretch of land we’d stumbled across yet. There was less scrub brush, fewer trees and cacti. Instead, jagged, crumbling rocks and cavernous mountains seemed to stretch out as far as I could see.
 
   A deep humming and what sounded like yodeling startled me. I turned to Tavis. His eyes were closed, his legs crossed in front of him, and his palms were facing up.
 
   “What are you doing?”
 
   He opened one eye and looked at me. “It’s a rain chant the Aborigines used back in the day when they thought the gods would hear their pleas.”
 
   “A rain chant?” I listened more closely. “What are you saying?”
 
   “I’m calling to the rain, asking it to come and replenish our bodies, to provide the sustenance we need to thrive and continue on our journey.”
 
   I looked at him askance. “Really? It sounded more like gibberish to me.”
 
   Despite Tavis’s efforts, he chuckled. “It was. I was just joking.”
 
   I hit his shoulder. “That’s not funny.”
 
   “Ouch,” he groaned and rubbed his arm, but he was grinning.
 
   “Well, then stop joking around.” I nearly started laughing as his smile grew. “This is serious stuff.”
 
   “Yeah? More serious than everyone dying of the flu? Of the world coming to an end? Of Crazies and Re-gens and—”
 
   “I get it,” I said. “But yeah. A little bit. This could be it for us.”
 
   Tavis shook his head. “We’ve all weathered worse. We’ll figure something out.”
 
   Although I wasn’t sure how Tavis could be so certain, so upbeat, he was. For a man who had absolutely no idea of his family’s fate back home in Australia, he had an ever-optimistic air about him.
 
   He climbed to his feet. “Come on, let’s go see if we can help the others.”
 
   Standing, I dusted off my backside and straightened, affording one last glance behind me. It was probably my imagination, but I could’ve sworn the wind had shifted.
 
   “Come on,” Tavis called, and I followed after him.
 
    
 
   ~~~~~
 
    
 
   A thundering rumble startled me from sleep. I sat up and peered around at the rest of the group as they too began to stir in their sleeping bags.
 
   “What was that, Babe,” Sarah said groggily.
 
   Another, not-so-far-off rumble shook the ground beneath me.
 
   Nobody said anything for a heartbeat…a breath.
 
   “Is that thunder?” Dani said, scrambling as best she could with one hand to get out of her sleeping bag.
 
   “Easy, Red,” Jason said as he climbed out after her.
 
   I sat still in my sleeping bag, listening, too scared to hope amid everyone else’s mounting excitement that our prayers had been answered.
 
   Sam ran by me, Cooper running after him toward the sliding barn door. With a grunt, Sam helped Jason and Jake push the door open.
 
   Becca and I simply looked at one another. After another rumbling peal of thunder, a cacophony exploded in the room as everyone chattered and clambered to their feet, me included.
 
   We crowded in the doorway, one by one, and stared into the early morning, waiting with bated breath.
 
   “There’s no rain,” Becca said, and she stepped outside, staring up at the inky sky. Jason and Dani followed, then Tavis and Sam, Sarah and Biggs. Soon everyone was outside but Jake and me; he sidled up beside me, his arms crossed over his chest.
 
   “Come on,” I breathed. “Maybe you need to do another rain chant, Tavis,” I called half-jokingly, but remembering the way the wind had shifted hours before, I couldn’t help but wonder if his ancestors had really been listening.
 
   Tavis only shrugged. “Rain,” he jestingly commanded the clouds overhead.
 
   There was another deep rolling of thunder and the whistle of the breeze zipping past my ears, but there was still no rain.
 
   Plip. Plip-plip.
 
   I heard the hollow sound of raindrops on the roof, and those standing out beneath the clouds held out their hands.
 
   “Oh my God!” Dani cried. “Jason, it’s raining!”
 
   Everyone stood there in silence—in disbelief—as they stared up at the sky.
 
   After a flash of lightning, everyone seemed to stir from their stunned trances. Jason wrapped his arms around Dani, lifting her feet off the ground and laughing as he twirled her around. As the rain poured more steadily, Dani howled with laughter.
 
   Hooting and laughing resounded, and I could see the outlines of my friends in the predawn light, streaming raindrops glittering all around them. Jack and Cooper frolicked in the quickly forming mud puddles, barking and yipping.
 
   Jake stared down at me. “What are you waiting for?”
 
   “Oh, I’m fine, I’d rather watch—” Before I could finish, Jake crouched down and heaved me over his shoulder, eliciting squeals of laughter and shouts of profanity I hadn’t meant to let escape my lips as he stepped out into the rain.
 
   “Such language,” he admonished, and I only laughed. Despite my reservations, the rain felt good, rejuvenating. As was usual when touching Jake, I saw a collage of memories, most notably one of him tossing me over his shoulder down by a lake and carrying me into a large, plantation-style home while I squealed and wiggled in his arms.
 
   “I think I’m going to be sick, Jake.”
 
   “You always say that,” he said, and as he loosened his hold on me, I pushed against his shoulder and slid down his chest. The fabric of our shirts bunched between us, but I was too excited and relieved to care. Jake grinned down at me and tucked a strand of stringy, wet hair behind my ear.
 
   I saw the memory of us in a creek, of me in his arms, skin against skin, and I took a step away from him. “One of these times I’m actually going to throw up on you,” I joked. Then I caught a glimpse of Tavis and Sam on the outskirts of our early morning celebration, staring up at the clouds. Tavis was dumbfounded, and I couldn’t help but laugh.
 
   “I’ll be right back,” I told Jake, placing my hand on his arm as I stepped past him and weaved my way through my jubilant friends. “Tavis,” I called to him.
 
   He turned to me and shrugged.
 
   I widened my smile. “You did this,” I said loudly over the rain and pointed skyward.
 
   He shook his head. “I made up that rain chant, it wasn’t real.” I could hear the confusion in his voice and felt it muddling his mind. “It wasn’t real,” he repeated. “It’s just coincidence…”
 
   I knew Tavis didn’t fully believe that. “You sure about that?”
 
   He sighed and shrugged.
 
   “You did a rain chant?” Sam seemed confused.
 
   “Not really, no.” Tavis held out his hand, pouring rainwater collecting in his palm.
 
   “I felt the wind shift, Tavis. I saw the water move when you walked by it back at the retention pond…I know you did this.”
 
   I could see Sam’s head whipping back and forth between us. “Try to make it stop,” he said. “Then we’ll know.”
 
   Tavis’s eyes remained locked on mine.
 
   “Let’s wait a little while,” I said. “Just in case you can’t make it start back up again…”
 
   And that’s exactly what we did. After our water jugs were filled, the troughs overflowing, and we’d played in enough water to satiate our fear of dehydration, Tavis made the rain stop, leaving everyone in complete, awed silence.
 
   “She was right!” Sam said. “You’re not a Crazy after all.”
 
   I laughed at Sam’s quick tongue, and before I knew what was happening, Tavis was hauling me up into his arms for a giant bear hug, so relieved he’d been able to help save us all.
 
   “I’m not sure I would’ve put two and two together,” he said, a renewed lightness to his voice I appreciated.
 
   I laughed. “That’s what friends are for.”
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   DANI
 
   APRIL 27, 1AE
 
   Great Basin Desert, Nevada
 
    
 
   I sneezed, then blew into a red and white paisley hankie, expelling mostly rust-colored dust, and grimaced. “Dusty brains…” And my brain already felt dusty enough without all of the added, well, dust. Slipping into animal minds at night wasn’t quite as rejuvenating as sleeping, but sleeping wasn’t nearly as comforting, and I craved the deepened telepathic connection I shared with whichever animal I was merged with even more after losing some of the horses.
 
   “What was that?” Jake asked, glancing my way. He was on “Dani duty”—akin to guarding me while most of my attention was funneled into splitting my own consciousness among my avian scouts—and had been riding nearby on Highway 50 all morning. The task was usually Jason’s, but he’d been convening en route with Sanchez, Chris, Grayson, and Harper all morning and had asked Jake to take his place before we’d packed up camp.
 
   We were still moving through the Great Basin Desert, the endless expanse of parched earth and sagebrush stretching out on either side of us, but we’d managed not to repeat our near-catastrophe via dehydration of a week earlier.
 
   Jake guided his horse, a robust sorrel gelding whose reddish-brown coat looked overly vibrant in the sun-bleached high desert, closer to Wings’s side.
 
   “What? Dusty brains?” I laughed as I stowed the hankie in my jacket pocket. “It was just something Grams—my grandma—used to say to me whenever I sneezed.” Adopting her age-roughened tone and Irish accent, I said, “Bless you, child, you and your dusty brains…” With a quick look around, I added, “Though it seems particularly appropriate here.”
 
   Jake’s lips twitched, and a faint smile cracked the usually austere set of his face. “Dusty brains…I knew someone who used to say that.” Jake stared ahead at some point beyond where Ky and Ben were riding, his eyes distant as he spoke. “But that was a long time ago.”
 
   I watched him, watched the way nostalgia altered his features, softening them. “Another life,” I said softly.
 
   Jake’s eyes met mine, his gaze intense in a way that made me self-conscious. “It seems like it sometimes, doesn’t it?”
 
   Feeling my cheeks warm, I shifted my attention to the road ahead. The highway was empty of all but a few vehicles—some abandoned, some not—making the passage of the cart, wagon, and herd fairly easy.
 
   “Your grandma,” Jake said, his voice tentative. “She’s the one who raised you?”
 
   Surprised by the personal question—I didn’t know much about Jake, but a prier he was not—I looked at him, head tilted to the side and eyes wide. “She is…Grams.” I forced myself to smile, automatically raising my right hand to touch my fingertips to Grams’s Claddagh medallion through my shirt.
 
   Seconds passed with nothing but the sounds of horse hooves on pavement and cart and wagon wheels rolling along behind us.
 
   Surprising me again, Jake said, “Zoe used to talk about her. Said she was like a mother to her.”
 
   Running my fingers through the streak of white hair at the base of Wings’s mane, I nodded, recalling the countless days Zoe had passed at my house under Grams’s attentive, motherly watch. During middle school, when the tension at home between her dad and Jason had escalated to an unbearable level, Zoe had spent more nights at Grams’s house with me than at her own.
 
   Lifting my right hand, I brushed my fingertips over the part of my cast that covered the tattoo on the inside of my left wrist; it was the Celtic knot that symbolized the unbreakable bond between sisters. Zoe had the same tattoo on her hip, though she neither knew what it meant nor remembered the day we’d suffered through their creation together.
 
   Staring ahead at nothing, I cleared my throat. “I miss her.”
 
   “She raised you,” Jake said evenly, and I had the impression that it was his way of saying that he understood…that he could relate. Of course, he didn’t know I hadn’t meant Grams; I’d meant Zoe.
 
   I blinked a little too rapidly. “Yeah, uh…my mom died when I was born, and I guess my dad didn’t want to stick around”—he hadn’t even written his name on my birth certificate, and he’d been gone by the time Grams arrived—“so Grams moved to the States to raise me.” I laughed softly, a ward against the decades-old sense of rejection. “I used to daydream about what my life would’ve been like if she’d taken me back to Ireland and raised me there.”
 
   “You were lucky.”
 
   Brow furrowed, I sent Jake a sideways glance.
 
   He smiled, just a little, and shook his head. “Not about your mom and dad; you were lucky to have your grandma.”
 
   My eyebrows lowered, and I frowned, sensing that I’d just stumbled upon a kindred spirit in the least likely of places. “What about you?” I asked, not really expecting much of a response. Jake wasn’t known for his verbose insights into his past…or for being verbose at all.
 
   Grip tightening on his reins, Jake stared ahead. “My dad left when I was six, but not before he nearly beat my mom to the point of miscarrying.”
 
   I glanced over my shoulder, seeking out Becca. I found her on the cart, sharing the bench seat with Camille. “Becca?”
 
   In my peripheral vision, I saw Jake nod.
 
   I returned to facing forward. “Did he ever come back?”
 
   Jake looked at me askance. “Nah.” He shot a quick glance behind us at Becca. “He didn’t want us in the first place, and he sure as hell wasn’t going to come back to take care of us once she was gone.”
 
   I didn’t think he meant that his mom had left him and his sister, too. “How’d she die?”
 
   “Overdose,” he said, the single word a blade. After a quiet, tense moment, he added. “Becca found her.”
 
   “Jesus…how old was she?”
 
   “Four.”
 
   I brought my hand up to my mouth, covering my horrified expression.
 
   “Sometimes I wonder if it wouldn’t be for the best if she never remembers her life before,” he said quietly.
 
   “That’s not your decision.” My voice was sharper than I’d intended, making the words sound like a reprimand. When Jake turned widened eyes on me, I rushed to say, “Sorry—didn’t mean to snap at you.”
 
   He said nothing, just stared at me, his expression wary. There was something wild about him, like a mustang who’d been broken but still remembered the days when he could run free through endless rolling hills and prairies. Cracking his shell was going to be a challenge. I smiled on the inside; I’d always liked challenges.
 
   Finally, after neither of us spoke for some time, Jake broke the silence. “What if Zoe doesn’t want to remember?” There was a challenge in his eyes.
 
   I stared at him, refusing to look away. “If we find a way to fix—I mean, to return her memories, it’s her choice,” I lied.
 
   Jake raised his eyebrows the barest amount.
 
   Snapping my mouth shut, I sighed. “Yeah, okay, you’re right. There’s no way in hell I’d let her choose not to remember. One way or another, I’m getting my Zo back.” I gave him a sidelong glance. “How’d you know?”
 
   Again, he chuckled. I never would’ve pegged him as a chuckler, but if the shoe fit… “You’re the only person who loves her as much as I do.”
 
   For a long time, I simply watched him, assessing. I hadn’t known things were quite so serious between them before the Clara-induced mind-wipe.
 
   His horse, a few steps ahead of Wings, veered a little bit closer to us. Wings swung her head to the right, extending her neck.
 
   “Don’t,” I warned before she could nip at his shoulder.
 
   With a snort, she shook her head. “Spoilsport” was the general gist of her response.
 
   I caught Jake splitting his attention between me and my horse, a quizzical expression on his face. “Wings considers herself my second-in-command of the herd, and she gets a kick out of keeping her”—I raised my right hand and made air quotes—“‘charges’ in line.”
 
   Jake looked like he was trying not to laugh. “So she was trying to show Brutus who’s boss?”
 
   I nodded. “Pretty much, yep.” Squinting, I looked over the sorrel from nose to flank. Only a tiny white star on his forehead and white socks on his hind legs broke the unrelenting red-brown of his coat. “So…Brutus, huh? Are you, um, expecting him to stab you in the back?”
 
   Jake smiled and shook his head. Rubbing the back of his neck, he said, “Don’t laugh.” He was quiet for a moment, and I was about to badger him for more of an explanation when he said, “Our neighbor, Joe, he took us in for a bit after our mom…” Jake raised one shoulder in a halfhearted shrug. “I used to watch college football with him. Ohio State was his favorite team, which didn’t ever make sense to me because he was from Indiana…but the mascot’s name was Brutus.” He met my eyes briefly, a self-deprecating half-smile on his face. “It was the first thing that came to mind.”
 
   “It’s sweet,” I reassured him. “What was he, anyway—Brutus the mascot?”
 
   “A Buckeye—it’s a nut.”
 
   I snorted. “You are such a geek,” I said without thinking. Worrying I’d gone too far, I peeked over at Jake. He was smiling.
 
    
 
   ~~~~~
 
    
 
   Carlos pulled his hands away from almost touching Mase’s head and shook them out. It always amused me when he did that, because every time his fingers touched, they emitted a faint crackling sound, and when he did it in the dark, little blue sparks accompanied the crackle. I smiled.
 
   Mase stood from his perch atop a knee-high rock and stretched his thickly corded arms over his head. It was late in the evening, and Mase, Camille, and I were sitting by the stream near our camp—a freshwater supply like that wasn’t one we could pass up—“washing dishes.” Which was code for helping Carlos hone his electrotherapy skills in semiprivacy. He was still reticent, bashful even, to show this new facet of his Ability to the others, but I didn’t think we could make much more progress without a certain member of our group’s help.
 
   Camille took Mase’s place and closed her eyes, a small smile curving her lips. Both she and Mase seemed to enjoy the sensations caused by Carlos’s version of electrotherapy, which was utter lunacy to me. Not that I said so out loud. Often, anyway.
 
   Mase moved several yards upstream to crouch beside me and grab a plate from the stack of dirty dishes I’d been working through for the past fifteen minutes. “He’s getting really strong,” Mase said quietly, his eyes flicking toward Camille and Carlos. “And his control—” He shook his head. “The way he can focus it so precisely…contain it…”
 
   I met Mase’s murky gaze. “You think he’s ready?”
 
   Mase nodded. “I know he is, but I think the only way for him to know that, too, is to bring Gabe in on what we’re doing.”
 
   Narrowing my eyes, I nodded slowly. “You can be incredibly insightful sometimes, you know that?”
 
   With a shrug, Mase once again glanced at Carlos and Camille. “He has more in common with her than I do…now.” His voice was that of someone letting go.
 
   I touched Mase’s thick forearm. “They may be around the same age and be able to relate to each other’s troubling pasts, but she loves you, Mase.”
 
   Mase was quiet for a moment. When his eyes met mine, they were glassy. “She’s different now.”
 
   I shook my head and laughed softly. “But she still loves you.”
 
   “How do you know?”
 
   I rolled my eyes and bumped his arm with my shoulder. “Because I see the way she looks at you, doofus.”
 
   He frowned, apparently not buying my skills of observation and insight.
 
   Sighing, I said, “Fine, don’t believe me. But you should talk to her about this. If you don’t, you’ll never know…”
 
   Mase opened his mouth, but he was interrupted by Ray, who’d been circling overhead as my lookout. “Kak-kak-kak.” She swooped just over our heads. “Kak-kak-kak.”
 
   I watched her land on a rock directly across the creek from us, ruffling and settling her black- and gray-speckled white feathers effortlessly. “Someone’s coming.” I translated stalk-of-wheat two-legs and, laughing, said, “It’s Gabe.”
 
   “I need a few…more seconds,” Carlos said between clenched teeth. His hands were covering around Camille’s head like a flesh and bone skullcap.
 
   I pivoted on the dusty rocks so I was facing Jack. My dog’s ears perked up, but he remained on his belly. “Please go after Gabe and distract him.”
 
   Jack sprang to his feet and trotted away.
 
   Mase watched the German shepherd go. “I can’t imagine being able to communicate with other creatures like that.”
 
   A smile spread across my face, and I shook my head. “I can’t imagine facing the prospect of going through life without being able to talk to them—or fly or run with them—but it’s more than that. It’s like I’m a part of them.”
 
   It was Mase’s turn to shake his head. “Like I said—I can’t imagine.”
 
   “Okay, I’m done,” Carlos said, straightening and, once again, shaking out his hands and making that faint crackling sound.
 
   Camille stood and stretched much more languorously than Mase had done before picking her way across the uneven rocks toward us.
 
   “Thank you, Sweet Boy. Now, please bring Gabe to me,” I told Jack.
 
   The crunch of rocks and dirt under boots alerted us to Gabe’s approach. Jack slinked ahead of him, loping the last few yards to reach us first. With a sigh, the German shepherd lay back down, rolling on his side in universal dog-speak for “rub my belly.”
 
   “Good job, Sweet Boy,” I told him, scratching a spot that prompted him to kick out his leg in pleasure. I patted the side of his tummy before standing to greet Gabe. “Hey…do you have a minute?” I asked him, fiddling with my fingers. I still felt awkward every time I spoke to him, courtesy of all that had happened between us at the Colony.
 
   Gabe leaned his shoulder against a scraggly tree, eyeing Carlos, Mase, and Camille with curiosity and a hint of caution. His pale blue eyes flicked to me, and he nodded.
 
   I smiled shakily. “Right, so…” I glanced at Carlos, then back at Gabe. “I—we wanted to talk to you about Carlos’s Ability. It seems to be, um, evolving a bit, and—”
 
   “Evolving how?” Gabe asked.
 
   “Well…” Carlos picked up a twig and rolled it around between his fingers. “At first I could just turn stuff on and off, like radios and lights and stuff.” He paused, staring at the twig with intense focus. “But now…” There was a crackling sound, closely followed by sparks and threads dancing around the twig like blue lightning. Smoke drifted up from the twig, carrying the scent of burning wood, and Carlos dropped it on the dirt. “Now I can do that, too.”
 
   Slowly, Gabe stepped closer to Carlos. He sank to a crouch a few feet from the teenager and reached for the twig. The second his fingertips made contact, he sucked in a sharp breath and pulled back. “Impressive…but why are you showing me?”
 
   “Because he can do the same thing to a person, at the same intensity or much lower,” Mase said.
 
   I crossed my arms over my chest and raised my eyebrows. “Remind you of anything?”
 
   Standing, Gabe looked from Mase to Carlos to me, his eyes lighting up with interest. “It most certainly does.” He stepped closer to Carlos and held out his hand, palm up. “Show me.”
 
   Carlos glanced at me. When I nodded, he extended his hand, holding it about an inch above Gabe’s. “Don’t move,” he told the older man. “And don’t touch me.” When Gabe’s head tilted to the side, Carlos said, “The twig.”
 
   “Ah…so direct contact is more intense while you’re using your Ability?”
 
   “And for a little while afterward,” I added.
 
   Carlos pressed his lips into a thin line, and a few seconds later, Gabe’s breath hitched.
 
   I watched, seeing no visible sign of Carlos’s Ability, but I could almost feel the hum of electricity flowing over Gabe’s skin.
 
   “Don’t extend it any further up my arm,” Gabe said, his voice slightly hoarse. “I don’t want to risk you actually knocking my Ability out for who knows how long.”
 
   Carlos shrugged and stepped backward, shaking out his hand for the third time that evening.
 
   Gabe did the same and met my eyes, excitement shining in his. “What a pleasant surprise.”
 
   Giving Gabe a tight smile, I nodded. “He thought of it and figured it might help give us an advantage down the road, especially if we come across any other people like Herodson. He’s been practicing pretty much every day with Camille and Mase.” I tapped my index finger against my lips. “The only problem is that he’s a little bit deadly if he accidently touches anyone at the wrong time.”
 
   “We’d have to figure out a way around that…otherwise it’d be too dangerous to be practical.” Gabe’s gaze grew distant. “But I do think it could be useful, and for more than just your standard Ability-increasing electrotherapy.”
 
   I frowned. “Like what—use Carlos as a weapon?”
 
   “Not exactly what I was thinking, but it’s a definite possibility.” Gabe paused, taking a ponderous deep breath. “Electrotherapy is similar to part of the process that creates Re-gens.” He glanced at Camille and Mase. “We know that you two experienced an excessive amount of self-administered electrotherapy, and that by doing so, you regained some access to the memory centers in your brains, diminishing the retrograde amnesia we’d previously believed was an unavoidable side effect to the Re-gen creation process.”
 
   I glanced at Carlos. “So…what? You think this could help Mase and Becca remember more of their lives before?”
 
   Gabe grinned, his eyes gleaming with such fierce intelligence that he was almost frightening. “That, and it might help us with Camille’s little speaking problem…as well as a few other things.” He looked at Carlos. “Let’s take a walk, shall we? I have a few questions…”
 
    
 
   ~~~~~
 
    
 
   That night, I lay beside Jason in the tent we’d been sharing for months and stared up at the green nylon roof, unable to think of anything but my desperate need to slip into another creature’s mind. I focused on the ever-present connection that stretched between myself and Ray, who was soaring through the night sky a mile or two to the west. With a sigh, I slipped into her mind.
 
    
 
   I was Ray.
 
   It was moon-time, and I was soaring among the stars. The cool night wind sliced between my feathers, reminding me how good it felt to be alive, to fly. I beat my wings once, twice, three times, climbing higher. And then I dove, ecstatic as she-who-flies-with-me made happy sounds.
 
   CRACK.
 
   Pain in my right wing. So much pain. A flash of white.
 
   The ground was growing too close. I beat my wings, needing to slow my descent, but my right wing refused to move. I tried again. Again. Again. Again.
 
   Too late. As the ground rush toward me, I pushed she-who-flies-with-me away.
 
    
 
   I slammed back into my body with a scream.
 
   Scrambling out of my sleeping bag, I only remotely felt Jason’s arms wrap around me, one around my middle and one around my shoulders. I fought against him, needing to escape, to get outside, to get to Ray.
 
   “Red! Dani! You have calm down!” Jason said, his voice harsh and demanding.
 
   Like his words had flipped a switch inside me, I went limp, sagging back against him. “Ray…they shot Ray,” I sobbed. “Ray…”
 
   “What—who shot Ray?” When I didn’t respond, only sobbed harder, Jason shook me. “Dani! Who shot her? Are we in danger?”
 
   I took gasping breaths, trying to quiet the convulsive sobs wracking my body. “I—I don’t know. I don’t know…Ray…”
 
   “Yeah?” Jason said, raising his voice. “No, we’re okay. Get everyone up and gathered—no fire. Something’s happened.” He relaxed the arm he’d wrapped around my shoulders and gently stroked my sweat-dampened hair, brushing back pieces that were stuck to my face. “What happened?” he asked, his voice dropping to barely a whisper.
 
   “Ray…we were flying, and there was…” I swallowed several times. “A crack. And pain.” I squeezed my eyes shut at the remembered agony. “Her wing…someone shot her wing, and we were falling, and then I was back here…”
 
   Pressing his cheek against the top of my head, Jason exhaled heavily. “Why weren’t you sleeping?”
 
   “Why wasn’t I—” I wriggled out of his hold and turned on my knees to face him. “It doesn’t matter!” I said, shaking my head vehemently. “She’s out there. I can still feel her. She’s hurt badly, but she’s still alive. We have to go find her. We have to help her!”
 
   Jason didn’t say anything for a long moment. He blinked. Watched me. Blinked. Stared. Measured. Blinked. “Alright. The others are gathering. Let’s go talk to them.”
 
   I was yanking down the tent door’s zipper before he finished speaking. Barefoot and dressed in sweatpants and a way-too-big t-shirt I’d borrowed from Jason, I jogged to the center of camp where everyone was gathering, half-awake, half-dressed, and half-armed.
 
   “Ray’s been shot!” I said as I reached them. “We have to go find her!”
 
   “Shot?” Sanchez looked at me so intently that I felt certain we would be able to get to Ray in time. Sanchez was a woman who could get things done. “How far away?”
 
   I pointed to the west and a little south. “A couple miles that way.”
 
   Sanchez looked past me, and I could hear Jason’s footsteps as he jogged up behind me. “We’ve got potential hostiles to the southwest—armed,” she said to Jason. She glanced at the eastern horizon; it was just starting to lighten. “It’ll be another two hours at least until full light. We can either sit tight until we know more or move out now.”
 
   My heart sank like lead in water. “We have to go after Ray,” I repeated.
 
   “Wait, which one is Ray?” Sarah asked.
 
   “She’s the white falcon,” Zoe said as she skirted around the group to reach me. She slipped an arm around my shoulders and squeezed gently. “How badly was she hurt, Dani?”
 
   “I don’t know.” I focused on my mental connection with the falcon, opening myself up to more input. I shook my head as I listened to Ray’s terrified babbling. “She’s in a lot of pain. Her wing’s useless…she can’t fly, and her body hurts. She wants me to stay with her. She’s scared.”
 
   I looked around at my companions, my friends, seeing pity on their faces, but not a single ounce of determination. Nobody intended to help Ray. I shoved away from Zoe with my good arm, a wild sort of energy pulsating through me. “We can’t just leave her out there.”
 
   “Red…”
 
   “It’s a bird,” Sanchez said. “I’m sorry, Dani, but we’re not risking our lives to rescue a damn bird.”
 
   I rounded on her. “A damn bird?” I shouted. “A damn bird?” My chest heaved with each breath, indignation a living thing inside me. “That damn bird has done everything I’ve ever asked her to do for us. She left her territory…scouted for us day and night…warned us of other people…helped us find safe places and food…almost killed herself looking for water…” My fingers curved into claws; I wished they really were claws. “That damn bird is part of the reason we’re all still alive!”
 
   Sanchez raised her hands defensively.
 
   “Dani, calm down,” Jason said, stepping between Sanchez and me, blocking my view of the other woman. He placed his hands on my shoulders and repeated my name, drawing my eyes up to his face. “Let’s think about this. Maybe there’s another way. Could you use some of the other animals? Are there any you can send to retrieve her?”
 
   “I—I—” I shook my head, searching his eyes. “Maybe, okay…maybe.”
 
   I was in the process of scanning the area around where Ray had fallen when the falcon’s fear and panic quadrupled. Slipping into her mind, I immediately understood why.
 
    
 
   I was Ray.
 
   A two-legs stared down at me, his face inches from mine. I couldn’t move, and I didn’t know what to do. I didn’t want to be alone, and I wasn’t, now that she-who-flies-with-me had returned. She was with me. I wasn’t alone. At least I wasn’t alone.
 
   The two-legs showed me his teeth, then opened his mouth and made two-legs sounds. “I see you, she-drifter.”
 
   He reached for me, and I tried to get away from him, but my body wasn’t working right.
 
   “Hush now. Sleep.”
 
   His hand stroked the feathers on my neck as his other hand covered my head. There was darkness. I felt—
 
    
 
   “No!” I screamed, falling to my knees. “No…”
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   ZOE
 
   APRIL 27, 1AE
 
   Great Basin Desert, Nevada
 
    
 
   “No!” Dani screamed, falling to her knees. “No…”
 
   My eyes flooded with tears as I tried to swallow the anguish pouring out of her, one tormenting wave after another. It was almost more than I could bear. Attempting to comfort Dani, to help her quell the emotions burning a hole inside her, I knelt down and wrapped my arms around her shoulders.
 
   “I’m so sorry, Dani.” She was completely despondent, but she let me hold her this time, and I rocked her in my arms as she sobbed. “Shhh…” I murmured. I couldn’t help the tears escaping down my cheeks as her grief consumed me. “Shhh…” I knew better than to tell her it would be okay—she was inconsolable, and even I would be forever changed by what she felt.
 
   As I rocked her, I brushed stray curls out of her tear-dampened face every so often, trying to keep my own wild emotions in check. The rest of the group whispered around us. Some people left to give us our privacy, while others, like Jason, stood nearby, unwilling to leave Dani in such a distraught state, but also determined to give us space. His eyes were filled with untamed emotions, but his face remained blank.
 
   Only hazily could I feel the sharp concern and unease breaking through the forbidding walls he’d so meticulously constructed around himself. Dani, it seemed, was the one person who could breach them.
 
   I closed my eyes and held her tighter against me. “Shhh…” I whispered, and when my eyes opened, they briefly met Sam’s. He still lingered in the fading shadows of dawn, awestruck by the scene that had unfolded. He appeared more frightened than I’d ever seen him before. Quietly, Tavis nudged Sam’s shoulder, and with a nod toward their tent, the two of them retreated.
 
   Though her body continued to tremble in my arms, Dani’s sobs eventually lessened. Leaning away, I glanced down at her red, swollen face. She didn’t seem to notice the distance I put between us any more than she registered the chilled air sending goose bumps over her bare arms; she simply stared past Jason with dull, glazed-over eyes.
 
   She was numb. It was as if the life inside her had been emptied, like the way my life before had been stolen from me, leaving behind an unfillable void. There was nothing I could say to take away her pain. There was nothing I could do but hold her, reminding her that she wasn’t alone.
 
   Rubbing my hands over Dani’s exposed skin to help keep her warm, I glanced at Chris and found her watching us intently. I nodded at her, silently requesting her help.
 
   Quickly she approached us, clearly eager to do whatever she could. “I’ll get something to keep her warm.”
 
   “Dani,” I said, but she didn’t seem to hear me. Her thoughts were far away. I could see vivid images of her flying through the star-filled sky with Ray—the wind against her feathered face, the air crisp and smelling of damp earth. Together, Dani and the falcon felt free…wild…alive.
 
    
 
   “I’m so tired. Stay with me?” Cam, Dani’s late boyfriend, rasped and pulled the blankets tighter over himself. They were lying in bed, sick and exhausted.
 
    
 
   In a blink, the scene shifted, and Dani was sitting on top of him, hitting his torso with her hands and pleading with him to stay alive, to come back to her.
 
    
 
   And then, the little girl appeared, her eyes crazed and a snarl on her face before her body crumpled into a heap on the ground, fresh blood soaking through the front of her nightgown.
 
    
 
   “It’s not your fault,” I whispered to her, my eyes flicking to Jason of their own accord. “None of it is.” I wondered if my brother—the love of Dani’s life—had any idea how deep her scars ran, or if he knew the weight of regret she carried.
 
   Chris came up behind us and handed me a sweatshirt, socks, and a pair of shoes for Dani. “We need to get on the road soon,” she said quietly. Her words served as both a warning and an explanation for what she was about to do.
 
   Gradually, Dani seemed to thaw, blinking and peering around at the commotion in our camp instead of out into nothingness. Her emotions went from nearly uncontainable to a steady stream of muted turmoil, and I knew we had Chris to thank for that.
 
   While everyone bustled around camp, packing and readying the horses, I helped Dani change into her warmer clothes. After pulling her hair back into an unruly ponytail, I squeezed her shoulder. “I’ll be right back. I need to get dressed.”
 
   Dani’s only response was a slight dip of her head, and with a final squeeze, I left her with Chris.
 
   “Is she alright?” Becca asked as I unzipped our tent and stepped inside.
 
   I shrugged and hurriedly dressed, tearing through my duffel in search of a pair of jeans and a clean, long-sleeved shirt. “She’ll be okay eventually, but right now, I just don’t want her to be alone.”
 
   Becca offered me a sympathetic smile. “I’ll pack your stuff for you and ask Mase to help me load it. You should return to Dani.”
 
   Beyond grateful, I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. “Thanks, Becca. That would be awesome.” I searched through my bag, vaguely aware of the fact that I was making a bigger mess for Becca to clean up, but desperate to find a hair tie.
 
   “Here,” she said, handing me the one from around her wrist.
 
   “Thanks,” I said and gathered my hair away from my face.
 
   I unzipped the tent and stepped back outside. I found Dani and Jason having a stilted conversation by their tent, and I had to force myself to stop a few yards behind them so not to intrude.
 
   “—should ride in the cart with Zoe,” Jason said.
 
   I watched as Dani’s dulled, green eyes widened infinitesimally. “No,” she said quietly. “I’m fine.”
 
   “Please, Dani,” he breathed. His back was to me, but I could hear the plea in his voice.
 
   “No, Jason,” she said simply and ducked into their tent.
 
   Rubbing the back of his neck, Jason turned around, glanced at me warily, then headed over to the horses, where Ben, Grayson, and Carlos were readying them.
 
   I wasn’t comfortable with Dani riding Wings either, but I knew better than to argue with her about it. There had been a controlled sort of desperation in her even tone that I could feel bubbling beneath the surface. She wasn’t going to budge, regardless of anything anyone said.
 
   I stepped inside her tent and helped her pack. We were mostly silent, saying no more to one another than was needed, but I hoped my presence offered her some sort of comfort all the same. As we finished folding, stuffing, and zipping, Chris came back to help Dani load her and Jason’s things into the covered wagon.
 
   “Thank you, Zo,” Dani said, barely meeting my eyes.
 
   I gave her a quick hug, and her self-loathing and despair felt more acute with the physical contact. I struggled to keep the emotion out of my voice. “Let me know if you need anything,” I said quietly.
 
   Dani nodded and stared blankly ahead as Chris led her toward the wagon.
 
   Unable to hold it in any longer, I strode away from the group and toward the stream to cry in privacy. I couldn’t help the emotions blaring in my mind, making me feel raw and unsettled.
 
   The tears came willingly, the remnants of Dani’s emotional maelstrom nearly choking me as I sobbed and gasped for air. Her emotions were too much, and too many. Bracing myself against a tree beside the creek, I tried to steady myself, worried my legs might give out if I didn’t. How could she do it? Was this what life was like for everyone, a convoluted mess of unwanted memories and sorrow and pain that clung to them, following them around for the rest of their lives? How could Dani—how could anyone—hold it all in, live with so much wretchedness every day?
 
   “Zoe?” I faintly registered Tavis’s voice amid my violent sobs. I didn’t bother trying to hide my distress. I knew it was pointless.
 
   “Zoe, what’s wrong?” His bucket thudded to the ground, water sloshing over the rim, and he wrapped his arms around me.
 
   “I can’t feel like this anymore,” I gasped, not knowing what else to say.
 
   Mumbling reassurances, Tavis held me tightly against him. I lay my head on his shoulder, his arms a protective shelter around me, and I focused on the methodical drum of his heartbeat and the soothing motion of his hand rubbing circles on my back. It felt good to be in strong arms, to be held.
 
   “I can’t do this anymore,” I bawled. “I…”
 
   “Shhh…” Tavis whispered. “It’s okay…you’ll be okay.”
 
   The crunch of debris underfoot alerted me to the approach of someone behind me, but I didn’t bother trying to collect myself. I didn’t care who saw me a blubbering mess.
 
   “Tav?” Sam called out, and his footsteps ceased shortly after. “Zoe?”
 
   “Is she alright?” Jake asked. Hearing the soft rumble of his voice, I slowly peeled my eyes open. I wished it were him holding me, but I didn’t move; my cowardice wouldn’t allow it.
 
   “Do you want me to get Dani?” Sam asked, and I nearly cried harder at his thoughtfulness.
 
   “No, thank you, Sam. I’ll be fine,” I managed. “I just need a minute.”
 
   “I don’t mean to rush you,” Jake said. “But they’re waiting.” A moment later, I heard two sets of retreating footsteps.
 
   Pulling away from Tavis, I wiped away the hair and tears that clung to my face. “I’m okay.”
 
   “Are you sure?” Tavis asked. Until now, I’d been so lost in my emotional downpour that I hadn’t picked up on Tavis’s concern…and his other burgeoning feelings.
 
   “Yeah, I’m fine,” I said, sobering and stepping further away from him. I didn’t want him to get the wrong impression. “Thank you, Tavis.” Using my sleeve, I wiped the moisture from my cheeks again before taking a few much-needed deep breaths. “We should go,” I said and abruptly started back toward camp.
 
   As I tried to rally my morale, I scanned the caravan for Jake, but I didn’t see him. When I spotted Sam, who I was scheduled to drive the cart with today, sitting on horseback, I grew confused. The expression on my face must have indicated as much because Sam shrugged before shifting his attention to what I assumed was Tavis finally walking up behind me.
 
   “I guess I’m driving alone today,” I said with more animation than I felt before climbing up into the cart. As I took a few more steadying breaths and tried to ignore the curious, watchful faces around me, I stared out at our now-abandoned camp. It amazed me that only an hour ago, the space had been our temporary home—the area cluttered with a rainbow of tents, people buzzing around and chatting comfortably. A nomadic lifestyle was all I’d ever known, making it feel normal to me, but everyone else seemed to have acclimated to it just as well as I had.
 
   The cart creaked and shook as someone climbed up onto the bench seat beside me. “Hey,” Gabe said.
 
   He’d been keeping his distance from me, like most people had been, so I was surprised to see him sitting only a few inches away. But my surprise was quickly overshadowed by the barrage of memories that flooded my mind. I saw Jake and Becca in some of them, and my interest piqued.
 
   “Ah…I know that look,” he said, a line appearing between his eyebrows. “There are some matters I’d like to discuss with you, and I’d appreciate it if I could do so without you rifling through my memories.” He gave me a pointed look. “They’re private.”
 
   My eyes widened. “It’s not intentional,” I said a little defensively. Although I understood why everyone felt uncomfortable around me, that didn’t make it less frustrating. “But, of course, I’ll try.”
 
   Gabe dipped his head in gratitude. “That’s all I ask…and that if you accidentally see something, you’ll keep it to yourself.” His eyes bored into me, a silent demand.
 
   I gave him a quick nod to reassure him and lifted the reins, commanding the cart horses, Clyde and Percy, into motion. With a jerk, the cart creaked and began to roll forward. “I guess that makes us riding buddies for the day,” I said, thinking it was going to be an interesting ride.
 
   “Indeed.” He was quiet for a moment. “There have been some new developments”—he shot me a sideways glance—“that could prove very relevant to your current situation.”
 
   Intrigued, I looked away from the stretch of highway in front of our caravan and up at his knowing blue eyes. “Developments?”
 
   He nodded. “Of course, the last thing I want is to get your hopes up only to fail miserably, but…” He drew the word out, increasing my curiosity. “We don’t really have a choice. You’re an integral part of the hypothesis I’ll be testing…and more or less the reason I’ll be testing it.” He leaned in a little closer and whispered, “So let’s hope I don’t fail.”
 
   I couldn’t help but smile as I resituated myself on the padded bench so my knees were angled toward him, anxiously awaiting his explanation. “Fail…just what every test subject wants to hear.” The cart creaked and swayed beneath us. “So, are you going to tell me what it is we’re testing, or am I just supposed to comply and hope for the best?”
 
   “Oh, right—I may have found a way for you to regain access to your memory.”
 
   My heart skipped several beats, and I opened my mouth to unleash a barrage of questions.
 
   Gabe held up a hand, cutting me off before I could ask any of them. “But we won’t know anything until we get a chance to try a few things out. It’s far from a sure thing.”
 
   It’s far from a sure thing. I understood that, but I couldn’t help the hope his words summoned. At first, we’d all hoped that my memory would eventually come back, but after weeks of waiting, I’d begun to assume that who I was now was who I would always be. Suddenly, the day—my future—seemed a little bit brighter.
 
   “How…what do we need to do?”
 
   “I won’t bore you with all the neurology babble,” he said with a kind smile. “Basically, we’re going to immerse your mind in an electric field and slowly increase the intensity while Chris keeps an eye on how the, uh, treatment is stimulating the memory centers in your brain.”
 
   “An electric field? Is it going to hurt?” I wasn’t sure I cared so much, as long as I could be me again. Once more, hope swelled inside me. Everything would be so much easier…
 
   Gabe’s smile returned, but this time, it had a distinctly apologetic edge. “At the lowest intensity it’ll feel odd—sort of tingly and fuzzy—but as we increase the intensity, it could become quite painful.”
 
   Given that there was no electricity to make such a process possible, I knew it was ridiculous, but I couldn’t help the image my mind conjured—me, hooked up to a horrifying contraption with electrodes stuck all over my body. I cringed. “And how exactly are you going to create this electric field?”
 
   “You’re aware that Carlos has some control over electricity?” When I nodded, Gabe continued. “He’s recently developed the ability to create and manipulate an electric charge with enough precision that he can actually surround anything—a stick, a house, a person, your brain—with an electric field.” The side of his mouth tensed. “We just have to work on his control a bit, make sure he doesn’t accidentally fry any of us…”
 
   I took a steadying breath. “I see.” I sat there a moment, wading through the dozens of questions I wanted answers to. “I know you’re smart and this sort of thing is your specialty, but I have to ask—what makes you think it will even work?”
 
   Gabe glanced over his shoulder, and I followed his line of sight to Camille, who was riding in the wagon with Sarah. “There’s a marked correlation between Camille regaining memories of her former life and her extensive exposure to electric fields, so it’s not too great of a leap to hypothesize that the same result would occur in a non-Re-gen mind. I’ve spoken to Wes—”
 
   “Wait, you talked to Dr. Wesley—my mom?” It took me a moment to remember that Gabe could visit people in their dreams.
 
   Gabe shut his mouth and stared at me for a few seconds. “I forget sometimes…that you’re her daughter.” He raised one shoulder. “How it’s possible for me to forget is beyond me, considering the resemblance, but…somehow I do.”
 
   “So, she thinks it will work, too?”
 
   “She agrees that if Chris monitors the neurological response and guides Carlos to direct the point charge…” He shook his head. “The point is—Wes agrees that with Chris and Carlos working together, we might have a shot.” He shrugged. “And we’ll at least be able to tell fairly quickly whether or not this ‘treatment’ will even work on you. And, even if it doesn’t restore your memories, at least it should increase your Ability enough that you’ll have better control over it.”
 
   It was clear Gabe’s “might” served as another warning that failure could be a likely outcome, but I was stuck on the fact that it also might work. Optimism and elation trumped my apprehension that Gabe’s theory wouldn’t work.
 
   “Have you already talked to Chris and Carlos? Are they willing to try?”
 
   “Yep,” he said.
 
   My mind reeled with gratitude, hope, and fear. I glanced at Gabe, who was leaning forward with his elbows on his knees as he stared out ahead.
 
   “Thank you,” I said. “When the transfusion didn’t work, I sorta lost hope…” I cleared my throat, trying to rid my voice of unwanted emotion. “You have no idea what this means to me. I—I know it may not work, but the fact that you’re going to try, that you care even a little, means a lot to me.”
 
   Gabe nodded.
 
   “And…” I was torn to say the next words. “I don’t think we should tell anyone, not until we know if it’s really even possible.”
 
   Gabe glanced at me again, eyebrows raised.
 
   “I wouldn’t want anyone to get their hopes up and then have it not work…” I pictured the look of disappointment on Dani’s and Jason’s faces, then on Jake’s. I would be disappointed enough; I didn’t want to have to feel their disappointment as well.
 
   With a curt nod, Gabe turned his attention back to the road.
 
   For a few minutes we sat there, the sound of distant chatter, clomping horse hooves against the asphalt, and the creaking wagon and cart filling our silence. We were both lost in thought, which was a bad thing; with his mind wandering while he was sitting so close to me, it was difficult to prevent myself from seeing too much. It was going to be a long ride, and if I was going to honor his request to stay out of his head, I needed to keep myself busy.
 
   I cleared my throat. “Can I ask you something?”
 
   “Hmmm…?”
 
   “What’s she like?”
 
   “Who?” Gabe asked absently.
 
   I swallowed, uncertain he would want to talk about her. “My…my mom.”
 
   Gabe looked at me, his eyebrows raised. His mouth curved in a thoughtful frown, and he straightened, extending his arms over his head and arching his back in a stretch. After a deep breath, he settled back in the bench seat. “Wes is…” He scanned the way ahead. “To say she’s complicated would be an understatement. I worked fairly closely with her for a few years, but sometimes I still think I barely know her.” He shook his head. “I’ve never met somebody with as many secrets as her. How she manages to juggle them all without falling flat on her face is beyond me.”
 
   “I’m assuming Jason and I were one of her secrets…”
 
   “Ah…no. At least, not one of the secrets she kept from me.” He laughed wryly. “When I first figured out the Virus’s origins—her, essentially—I was not happy.” With a meaningful look, he said, “We had words. But, when I found out the reason she’d done it, the reason she’d worked so diligently to help Herodson with his ‘Great Transformation’…” For a long moment, he simply stared out at the road in front of us and shook his head. “I couldn’t really blame her. I can’t say I’d have done the same thing in her place, but I also can’t say I wouldn’t have.”
 
   I wondered what my reaction to the truth about her and the Virus would’ve been a month ago. “It’s difficult to wrap my mind around it,” I thought aloud. “She did all of this…for us.” And Jason still doesn’t know.
 
   Gabe nodded. “Which tells you quite a bit about her right there. She’s protective of those she loves, and arguably loyal to a fault.” He smiled, the corners of his eyes crinkling the barest amount. “She’s the most intelligent person I’ve ever met, and more than a little uptight—the woman can’t take a joke to save her life.” He rolled his eyes. “But considering everything Herodson’s put her through, it’s impressive that she can even manage a smile now and again.”
 
   I remembered her kindness the night she found me with Clara, and it upset me to think what the General might’ve done to her, especially as I recalled how he’d tortured Becca, Mase, Camille, Dani… “Is he unkind to her?” I asked tentatively.
 
   Gabe eyed me, his expression guarded. “If you consider forcing her to play house for two decades, forcing her to pretend to love him, unkind, then yeah”—he laughed bitterly—“he’s unkind to her.” Gabe’s coiling hatred settled in the pit of my stomach, and after a moment, he added, “Maybe it wouldn’t seem so bad if his mind control actually worked on her and she was blissfully unaware…” He sighed. “But she’s not.”
 
   I still had questions, tons of them, but I wasn’t sure I was ready for the answers, so I kept them to myself. We rode in affable silence for a while, my thoughts lingering on the possibility that soon I might have all my memories back.
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   JAKE
 
   APRIL 28, 1AE
 
   Humboldt-Toiyabe National Forest, Nevada
 
    
 
   Unwilling to mill around by the campfire, watching Tavis and Zoe act like lifelong friends or more, Jake decided to walk the perimeter of their camp in the hopes of clearing his head. With Cooper tagging along, Jake made his way down to a small, stagnant pond in a gulch that dipped below their camp. The further away he drew from the sound of everyone meandering around camp with routine and purpose, the clearer the truth became. Jake knew he’d been grasping at straws, trying to hold onto something—to someone—that hadn’t been his for weeks.
 
   The headway he’d been making with Zoe simply wasn’t enough. She’d needed a shoulder to cry on after Dani’s breakdown, and she’d gone to Tavis. But if he was being honest with himself, things with Zoe had been strained since the moment they’d found her in her altered state. It seemed like every time they were alone together, she would pull away from him, just like she’d done on the ledge overlooking the canyon…just like she’d done the night of the rainstorm.
 
   Whether she pulled away from Jake because she was scared, torn between him and Tavis, or simply not interested, Jake had no idea. Regardless, it was time for him to stop living in his dream world of what-ifs and maybes.
 
   He crouched by the pond’s edge and stared out at its glassy surface. Zoe had woken up in a world she didn’t understand. There was uneasiness in her eyes when she was around Dani, her supposed best friend, and hesitation when she was around Jake. Everything about her was different.
 
   Grabbing a few rocks from the edge of the pond, Jake rose and chucked one off into the water as far as he could. Zoe had admitted herself that being around Tavis was easier. It was a difficult truth to swallow, but Jake knew, deep down, that whatever had been between him and Zoe before, Tavis and Zoe were more compatible now.
 
   Jake heaved another rock. His stomach churned with an aching longing as he realized that she was no longer his and accepted that she might never be again.
 
   How exactly he’d fallen so absolutely in love with his Zoe, he didn’t know. From the first moment he’d seen her, something had stirred inside him—a purpose…a curiosity…a desire. And as he’d come to know her better, her stubbornness had challenged him and her determination had inspired him. But she was different now.
 
   With the burning sting of acceptance, Jake knew he had to let her go. He tossed the last rock further than the rest, and anger hardened inside him. Turning on his heel, he headed back toward camp.
 
   His jaw ached and his teeth clenched as he considered how often he would have to watch her with Tavis. His heart tightened at the mere thought of her never sleeping in his arms again. It would be easier to leave, to run away like the coward he’d been so many times in his life. But he couldn’t do that, he couldn’t very well leave, not with his sister carving out a place for herself in the group.
 
   Running his hands over his head, Jake let out a despondent groan.
 
   After too many resentful thoughts, he reached camp. As he approached the campfire, Cooper left Jake’s side and pranced over to the Re-gens, who were sitting in a tight circle around Ben. He was gesturing wildly, no doubt dramatizing some story about him and Ky in their youth.
 
   With a few hours to kill before his watch started, Jake left Cooper to be fussed over by Camille and Becca and headed past the group toward his tent. The little voice inside his head wondered where Zoe was, causing his hands to clench into fists. He needed to stop seeking her out.
 
   Rubbing the tension from the back of his neck, he glanced up and froze.
 
   Zoe was pacing back and forth in front of his tent. Her hair was braided, trailing down her back, the ends just brushing the waist of her jeans. One arm was wrapped around her middle, the other raised so that her hand clasped the back of her neck.
 
   She continued to pace, giving him no indication that she’d even realized he’d approached. She looked just like she always had, statuesque and thoughtful with each long stride, but inside she was fractured—pieces of her old self clinging to the new, unwilling to let go. He saw glimpses of her old self every now and again, and that made it all the more difficult to accept that everything had changed, that he’d lost her.
 
   When she finally looked up to see him standing there, she stopped mid-step. “Something’s changed, hasn’t it?” she asked.
 
   Jake remained silent, her urgency catching him off guard and the tremble in her voice thawing his anger and frustration.
 
   She took a step toward him, her eyes searching his. “You’ve been keeping your distance, and I can’t tell why.”
 
   What could he tell her? Their long, heavy silence only echoed the distance that had been growing between them.
 
   Jake took a deep breath. “I have to let you go” was all he could say, but the words tasted ashen on his tongue. He hated how confused he felt around her. “This isn’t right. You’re different now—”
 
   “Yes,” she said and took another step forward. Finally her brilliant teal eyes met his, and she stared back at him with an injured gaze. “I’m fully aware that I’m different.”
 
   “You can’t be something you’re not.” He hoped speaking the words would make it easier to accept the truth, but when her eyes gleamed and her features hardened, he felt deplorable for saying them at all. “We’re not the same as we were before. I have to accept that—”
 
   “Do you still care about me?” she blurted. “The way I am now…do you still want to be with me, at all?”
 
   Jake’s heart began to race, and he was about to open his mouth when she continued.
 
   “Because after what happened with Dani…” She shook her head. “I’ve felt more pain and regret and loneliness today than I ever want to feel again.” Tucking a loose hair behind her ear, she took another, more fortifying step toward him. “I’ve lost more in the last few weeks than I may ever be able to fully comprehend, but I don’t want to have any regrets in this new life.” She said each word pointedly, that strong will and resolve he admired so much flaring to life. “You don’t get to make choices for me,” she said.
 
   Questions thrashed around in Jake’s mind.
 
   In his long, pregnant silence, she added more tentatively, “But, if it’s too difficult for you to be with me, if it’s not what you want, then that’s your choice…and I understand.”
 
   “No you don’t,” he muttered, shaking his head.
 
   Her eyes narrowed. “Excuse me?”
 
   “You don’t understand.” His tone was harsher than he’d meant, but he needed to speak the truth. “You have no idea how difficult this is.”
 
   She straightened, her head shaking and her glare boring into him. “Difficult…for you? Every time I think we’re taking a step closer together you think of her. I’m not her, I’m—”
 
   “I think about you.”
 
   “No, it’s different.” Zoe’s hands fisted at her side and she took two more obstinate steps closer. “You know it is. I can’t be her, Jake. I can’t live up to that. I can’t be someone I’m not.”
 
   “Which is why I should let you go,” he said. The words hung, suspended in the quiet that followed. After a few steadying breaths, he continued, “This is torture, Zoe. I love you so much, and it’s killing me that I can’t have you.” He slumped his shoulders and cursed. “I can’t do this anymore.”
 
   “Does what I want matter at all?”
 
   Jake let out a bitter laugh. “I know what you want.”
 
   “Obviously not.”
 
   He was growing impatient. “Tell me then, what is it that you want, exactly, because I’m confused. Tavis is always around—”
 
   “So you’re ‘letting me go’ because of Tavis?” She looked shell-shocked. “It’s not what you think,” she said, pointing vehemently toward the campfire. “It’s easier to be with him, but—”
 
   “Exactly.” Jake’s voice was a low growl, and he was on the verge of walking away so he didn’t say something else, something he would regret. “That’s why this isn’t going to work.”
 
   Zoe recoiled.
 
   Jake’s heart was pounding violently, and his hands began to shake. He didn’t want this, he didn’t want her to hate him, but it was too much to keep locked inside anymore.
 
   “Despite what you may think,” she started, “I didn’t go to him this morning—it just happened that way.” Her voice cracked. “I wanted him to be you.” She closed the distance between them, her eyes shimmering and her heaving chest mirroring his. “If you don’t want to be with me, I understand,” she said. “But I don’t want to waste any more time sidestepping everything because I’m scared that I won’t live up to her memory. I don’t want to feel the kind of regret that’s simmering inside you…that’s consuming Dani. I don’t want to be the reason I’m not happy.”
 
   Jake was awed by this tenacious, uninhibited side of Zoe. She was stunning.
 
   Swallowing, she said, “Do you still love me, even though I’m different?” Her eyes searched his, and she bit the inside of her cheek.
 
   Jake’s hand reached out and cupped the side of her face. Yes, she was different, but she was still Zoe. “Of course I do,” he whispered, emotion making it difficult to speak.
 
   She covered his hand with hers, the electricity of her touch rippling through him. “Good, because no matter what you may think, right now, being with you is the only thing I want.” She closed her eyes.
 
   As Jake digested her words, his chest tightened almost unbearably with immense joy. Standing so close together, with only inches separating them, he felt more intimacy with her than he could ever remember feeling before.
 
   It’s still Zoe, he told himself, knowing he might never get the old her back; they were still connected in some intrinsic way. He could feel the heat radiating from their bodies and gravity pulling them together, making it impossible to let her go. He moved closer to her until their chests were touching.
 
   When she opened her eyes, a tear escaped from between her lashes.
 
   “What is it?” Jake asked, and he wiped the rogue tear from her cheek with the pad of his thumb.
 
   Blinking, Zoe closed her eyes again, another teardrop sliding down her face. “I know this sounds so stupid,” she said and let out a small, self-deprecating laugh as Jake brushed away the second tear. “But I’ve never felt something like this before.” When she gazed back up at him through her dark, fanning lashes, her radiant eyes seared into his soul.
 
   Zoe placed her open palm on his chest, staring at it intently. Her fingers tensed against his thermal shirt, then relaxed again. “It feels right.” Slowly, she leaned toward him, her eyes searching his before her lids flitted shut, and she pressed her lips to his.
 
   Automatically, Jake’s arms wrapped around her waist, and he stifled a groan. The tension in his neck and shoulders dissolved, and his wild, corrosive thoughts tamed. She was his, and like always, they would figure everything out.
 
   Zoe brushed a featherlight kiss against his lower lip and then the corner of his mouth, like she was exploring him. He reveled in the moment, letting her tender touch force back every derisive thought and assumption he’d allowed himself to harbor. He’d missed feeling the soft pressure of her lips. He’d missed the close proximity of her body. He’d missed her.
 
   Returning her kiss, Jake gently pressed his lips to hers. He took his time reacquainting himself with the way they felt, with the way her fingertips swirled small circles on the back of his neck, and with the way she slowly rose onto her tiptoes, bringing her up even with his height so she could kiss him deeper and hold him tighter.
 
   Jake’s arms tightened around her as his heartbeat droned steadily. He couldn’t think. He didn’t want to think; he just wanted to feel her, to be in the moment and never second-guess their relationship ever again.
 
   But all too soon, she pulled away.
 
   Opening his eyes, Jake saw a spark of hope enliven hers again, replacing the hurt reflected in them only moments ago.
 
   “So,” she said huskily, eliciting a strumming desire through his body. “We try then?”
 
   With more relief than Jake knew how to handle, he lowered his forehead to hers, tightened his hold around her, and closed his eyes as he whispered, “We try.”
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   Humboldt-Toiyabe National Forest, Nevada
 
    
 
   I ran a curry brush along the curve of Wings’s back, over and over again. The rest of the horses were already rubbed down and turned out in the field of wild grasses that spanned the acres between the highway and the sprawling forestland to the south. It was the first time we’d been somewhere so green in weeks, let alone near a creek that held enough water to actually clean ourselves. I didn’t know where the others were, but I assumed the creek had captured their attention.
 
   Not that I really cared, other than being glad they weren’t nearby. It was a relief to finally be alone with Wings and Jack. I planned to stay with them until the sky darkened and I was too tired to keep my eyes open, and then I would slip into their minds and spend the long hours of the night with them as well. I basked in the comfort only they could provide, because only they understood what I was going through. The others—my human companions—they tried to comfort me, but all of their pitying eyes and concerned expressions only made me feel worse.
 
   And then there was Chris. She’d volunteered for “Dani duty” this morning so she could ride in the front of our caravan and meddle with my brain chemistry. Usually, I appreciated the brand of soothing that was unique to her, but this time I didn’t. I’d let her take the pain away after Cam died, mostly because for days, weeks even, neither of us realized what she was doing. I hadn’t been able to mourn Cam, not fully and not while the feelings were still raw, and I was determined not to let the same thing happen with Ray. I didn’t think I would be able to continue on with another burden of half-closure looming overhead like a thundercloud, always on the verge of bursting and showering me in misery.
 
   “I’ll talk to her tomorrow,” I told Wings and Jack, knowing they would understand my meaning. I’d looped them in on my inner monologue, not wanting to keep any unnecessary barriers between us. Because one day, I would lose them, too.
 
   I stayed with them while the sun slipped behind the tree-lined hills, while the sky turned orange, then red, and then darkened, and while the stars winked into existence overhead. I stayed with them until Jason showed up and pulled me toward our tent, where he tucked me in before heading back out for first watch. But even then, while I lay alone in the tent, I stayed with them.
 
    
 
   ~~~~~
 
    
 
   My eyelids snapped open as a strange blip appeared on my telepathic radar.
 
   “What the hell?” I murmured, closing my eyes to make focusing easier. I was used to random animal minds flitting here and there, coming closer and moving away on the ground, underground, and in the air, but I could always recognize what sort of creature I was sensing. But this mind…it was completely unrecognizable.
 
   It wasn’t overly close, maybe a mile to the south, but it was heading in our direction.
 
   I opened my eyes again, sat up, and crawled out of my sleeping bag. Jason wasn’t tucked in his sleeping bag beside mine, which meant it was still first watch, still before two in the morning. I slipped my feet into my boots and unzipped the tent door. As I exited, I telepathically called Jack to me.
 
   He trotted through the darkness, Cooper right beside him.
 
   “Quiet, boys,” I told them both as they drew closer. “We don’t want to wake everyone.”
 
   The German shepherd and husky sniffed my legs and wagged their tails while I took a moment to scratch each behind an ear.
 
   “Where’s Jason?” I asked them.
 
   Jack grunted and yawned, his version of a whisper, before turning and trotting toward the wagon and cart, which were parked just outside our circle of tents.
 
   I rarely had watch, considering I was on watch via the animal minds pretty much all day and, to some degree, all night anyway; that alone nearly exhausted me, so I’d never had the chance to sit with Jason in the wee hours of the morning, guarding our slumbering companions. I didn’t know his patterns, his favorite lookout spots, his strategies for staying awake.
 
   Splitting my consciousness between my own mind and Jack’s, I could make out a person’s silhouette on the wagon’s bench seat a short ways ahead. I allowed my consciousness to become whole again as I neared the wagon, and the shadow that was Jason became visible to my own, less sensitive eyes.
 
   “Jason,” I whispered. “It’s me. Don’t shoot me.”
 
   “I saw you get out of the tent,” he said, his voice low, dry. “And heard you stomp over here. I know it’s you.”
 
   “I didn’t stomp.”
 
   Jake, who I hadn’t noticed sitting beside Jason, leaned forward. They looked like two heads coming out of the same body. “You didn’t tiptoe, either.”
 
   I glared at them both, not that they could tell.
 
   Chuckling, Jason hopped down from the wagon. “What’s up?”
 
   “I felt something…” I focused on the strange mind again. It was closer, maybe a half-mile away now, and still headed toward us. “But it doesn’t feel like any animal mind I’ve ever sensed…and it’s coming our way.”
 
   My eyes had adjusted to the darkness enough that I could just make out Jason’s frown. “Any guesses?”
 
   I answered with my own frown and a shake of my head.
 
   And then I felt another of them—no, two more. They, too, were heading toward us, a short way behind the first one but closing in quickly.
 
   “There’s more.” I squinted, concentrating. “Two of something chasing another of their own kind.” Again, the corners of my mouth turned down, and I shook my head. “I don’t know what they are. They feel sort of familiar, like—”
 
   A horse screamed, and I instinctively slipped part of myself into Wings’s mind. She was standing in the grassy field with a handful of horses from our herd, all sniffing the air and tossing their heads.
 
   “What is it?” I asked her.
 
   “Danger,” she said. “Two-legs. They hunt other two-legs.” She focused her eyes on a shadowy shape rushing across the field, then on the cluster of similar shapes several dozen yards behind it. “They hurt herd-mate.” She lowered her head and sniffed the writhing body of one of the pack horses, who appeared unable to stand. 
 
   Eyes wide, I reached for Jason, my fingers digging into his forearm. “It’s people.” I didn’t waste time wondering how I was able to sense some of them. All that mattered was relaying the message. “They’re coming here…chasing another person, and there’s more of them than I can sense—maybe six? Or seven? They hurt one of the horses.”
 
   Jason’s eyes searched mine. “Where?”
 
   I pointed to the portion of the field Wings had shown me.
 
   Jake jumped down from the wagon and whistled three times, paused, then repeated the sound. It was our holy-shit-we’re-under-attack signal. We’d sounded it before, but it had always been a false alarm. This wasn’t.
 
   “Get under the wagon,” Jason ordered, pushing me in that direction. I could hear the others moving around in their tents and the sound of zippers in the suddenly restless night.
 
   “I’m not hiding!”
 
   Jason dragged me toward the chuck wagon despite my protests. “You can do more from under there than you can do out here, so get under the fucking wagon.” It took me an especially dull moment to understand what he meant—the animals. He meant I could call in outside help, raise an army of teeth, claws, and talons.
 
   Staring into his eyes, I nodded and whispered, “Don’t hurt the one in the lead. It’s their prey.”
 
   “I’ll do what I can.” Jason kissed me, hard, then more or less shoved me under the wagon.
 
   I didn’t resist. I was already searching the forest to the south and the desert to the north. If this had happened during daytime, my resources would have been limited, but not at night. Night was when the most dangerous creatures came out to play. Of course, it didn’t matter how dangerous they were if they weren’t close enough…
 
   A female mountain lion was hunting in the desert, about a half mile north of our camp, and a pack of coyotes were hunting a few miles to the east. The coyotes were too far away to bank on, but the mountain lion’s location was a lucky break. And just beyond Wings’s field, several bobcats were watching the pack of not-quite-humans stalk after their prey. A human who, like the other two I could sense, could communicate with the bobcats. Like me.
 
   A second was all I could spare to be utterly dumbfounded, to wonder if that was why I could sense these three humans’ minds—because they could mind-meld with animals like I could. I was getting the impression that my Ability was the only similarity I shared with this roving pack of wild humans.
 
   The mountain lion hissed when I told her what—or rather who—was attacking my camp. She was already sprinting toward me, her leaping strides consuming the distance with astonishing speed. I just hoped she made it in time.
 
   Flat on my stomach under the wagon, I took a deep breath. Reinforcements were on the way. I rolled onto my side and reached for my gun. Which wasn’t there. I no longer had to wear the sling for my broken forearm, but the cast made it almost impossible to don my shoulder holster by myself. My only weapon was the combat knife in my boot sheath, which I never went without—not ever.
 
   I reached down to my calf and drew the half-foot blade just as I felt the first like-me mind—the prey—reach the outer circle of our tents. I squeezed my eyes shut and hoped that Jason had found a way to alert the others that that one wasn’t the enemy.
 
   Footsteps, short and quick, rushed toward my hiding spot. My eyes snapped open and my muscles tensed, ready to strike. Except I couldn’t sense the mind of whoever was approaching, which meant it was more likely a friend than a foe.
 
   “Dani,” Zoe whispered. “I’ve got Sarah. Can you help me get her under there before—”
 
   There was a gunshot, closely followed by a screech from Sarah.
 
   Another gunshot.
 
   I could feel the prey in the center of our circle of tents, stationary but unharmed, as far as I could tell.
 
   Sarah wiggled under the wagon so quickly that I didn’t have time to even think about trying to help her; all I had time to do was move out of the way. Zoe followed, and within seconds, the three of us lay side by side, Sarah on her back, cozy to the point of being claustrophobic.
 
   “What’s going on?” Sarah asked, her voice thready and too high. “Jason sent us here…” Though I couldn’t actually see much of her face, shielded as it was from the dim moonlight by the wagon overhead, her terror was palpable.
 
   “He said we’re under attack,” Zoe added.
 
   “Shhh!” I hissed. Because at that very moment, the other two human minds I could sense neared the edge of our camp.
 
   There were a handful of them; I’d gleaned as much from the horses as the strange humans had passed through their pasture. And tapping into Jack’s and Cooper’s keen senses, I could tell that these intruders were hanging back several dozen yards, staying low and hiding in the tall grasses and behind stray boulders and trees around the outskirts of camp. If they continued to move like that, slow and incredibly quiet—like wolves—they’d be almost impossible to find in the moonless night.
 
   Another pair of footsteps crunched closer, coming from the circle of tents. More of our people, I assumed, but I still gripped my combat knife tightly, preparing to strike.
 
   I watched the darkness as they neared. Knees landed on the ground by the front left wheel just before Ky’s face, a mask of silvery light and shadows, appeared less than a foot from mine. “D—you under there?”
 
   “Shhh…,” I repeated. “They’re really close.”  
 
   “We can’t get a lock on ’em,” he said, lowering his voice to the barest whisper. “Ben’s on the other side of the wagon. We’ll keep you safe.” Ky paused. “Any chance of some wolves or something…?”
 
   “No, but a mountain lion’s on her way.”
 
   A low-chorused growl started from right beside Ky. Jack and Cooper had arrived, and feeling their mind signatures so close was immensely comforting. Abruptly, the dogs’ growls intensified, and both moved around the back end of the wagon.
 
   “Shit!” Ben shouted just as one of the strange minds rushed straight toward us.
 
   There was a loud thud, and the wagon creaked and groaned overhead. I heard a wet, tearing sound, and then a thump.
 
   Ben was lying on the ground on Zoe’s side of the wagon, his limbs floundering and his neck glistening in the faint moonlight. Blood as black as tar gushed out of a gaping hole in his neck.
 
   Sarah sucked in a breath, likely for a scream, but I slapped my hand over her mouth before she could actually propel the shrill sound into the night and alert any of the other attackers as to our location. I should have been paying closer attention to my own reaction.
 
   A low rumble started in my chest. A growl. I was growling, and it felt like the most natural thing in the world. It merged with the vicious snarls coming from Jack and Cooper as they circled Ben’s attacker, pushing him away from the wagon.
 
   “Ben…” Ky’s voice was low and pained. I could just make out his boots as he took slow steps along the length of his brother’s body.
 
   Ben was no longer floundering; he wasn’t moving at all anymore. I refused to think about what that meant.
 
   “You killed my brother.” Ky’s voice was rough, harsh. “You fucking piece of—”
 
   There was a gunshot, closely followed by another loud thud, another moment of groaning wood over the three of us, then vicious grunts and snarls. It sounded like Ky was grappling with a bear, though I knew, based on what I could sense telepathically, that it was one of the like-me two-legs. And I couldn’t do a damn thing from under the wagon. But I had other resources.
 
   I handed my knife to Zoe and closed my eyes, focusing on Jack. I slipped into his mind completely, becoming a single, unified entity with him in seconds.
 
    
 
   I was Jack.
 
   My hackles were raised, my lips retracted. I licked my teeth, eager to feel them sink into flesh, eager to protect my pack.
 
   “Help me, dog,” the enemy two-legs ordered silently as he wrestled with one of my two-legs pack-mates. “Fight with me, dog.”
 
   I snarled and snapped my teeth at him. The desire to bite—tear—rend—was so deep. It was a need. To protect. I had to protect my pack.
 
   Beneath my paws, I felt the ground shudder. One of my larger pack-mates. I raised my nose high and inhaled deeply. Wings. She was coming. Good.
 
   Thud-a-thump.
 
   Thud-a-thump. Closer.
 
   Thud-a-thump. Almost here…
 
   I lunged for the grappling two-legs. I sank my teeth into my enemy’s arm.
 
   Thud-a-thump. So close…
 
   My enemy swung his other arm, hitting the side of my head.
 
   Darkness.
 
    
 
   “Jack! No!” Without thinking, I crawled out from under the wagon and lunged for my dog. My lips retracted, and an inhuman snarl crawled up my throat as I wrapped my good arm around his limp body.
 
   Our attacker paused, halfway to his feet, and cocked his head to the side. “She-drifter…” He watched me, but not for long.
 
   The sound of hooves pounding on earth drew his attention, and he snapped his head to the side. My mind was linked with his, and I could hear him ordering the horse to stop.
 
   Wings trampled him without hesitation. He fell, bones crunching under her hooves, and she turned, rearing up and stomping on him a few more times for good measure. She snorted and tossed her head, then met my eyes. “Protect herd.”
 
   I nodded. “Protect herd.”
 
   I loved my herd—my pack—humans, horses, dogs, goats, birds, and even the wild animals I spent time with only fleetingly. But I’d never loved them as much as I did when I saw them spread out in the dark field behind Wings.
 
   There were still several enemy two-legs, skulking in the cloak of darkness…laying wait. I could sense them through the animals and could still feel the mind of one just beyond the opposite side of camp. I’d heard a bevy of gunshots and shouting while I’d been in Jack’s mind, but only a few had actually hit home. Our attackers’ tactics were too wild, too unpredictable, and it seemed it was far too dark for my people to be very effective with their guns.
 
   As the mountain lion neared, I warned her to leave the horses alone while I let them know the predator was a part of our herd, at least for a short time.
 
   More gunfire. Another shout. An inhuman, human snarl.
 
   I dragged a limp Jack closer to the wagon, where Ky was kneeling next to his brother’s body. I swallowed roughly, forcing back a wail. Ben…was gone. But I had to focus. Mourning could come later; we didn’t have time for that now.
 
   “Zo!” I whisper-shouted. “Keep Jack safe.”
 
   She tried to hand me my knife, but I pushed her hand, knife and all, back under the wagon. 
 
   “Protect them,” I told Cooper before I stood and faced Wings.
 
   She was prancing nervously, eyeing the graceful, deadly creature slinking closer.
 
   “Thank you for coming to our aid,” I said to the mountain lion.
 
   She was huge, far larger than either Cooper or Jack. She sat on her haunches and opened her mouth, emitting a soft, almost purr-like growl. “Your enemy is my enemy.”
 
   I nodded. “Come,” I said, both to her and to Wings. I turned and led them around the back end of the wagon, toward the heart of our camp, picking my way across the uneven ground carefully. “Don’t fire,” I called ahead as I touched the single enemy mind I could sense. “Which one of you is pack leader?”
 
   “I am, she-drifter.” He was on the opposite side of the ring of tents.
 
   “Stop attacking.”
 
   “Your pack-mates killed three of mine. Only one thing could make us stop.”
 
   I assumed he meant killing us all. “And what’s that?”
 
   “A female, she-drifter. You.”
 
   Surprised, I blinked. And then I smiled. If he wanted me, then he could have me. “Fine. Deal. Gather your pack. I will come to you now.” Of course, I never said I would come alone. “Jason?”
 
   “Yeah?” he said from almost dead center inside our camp.
 
   I continued forward, shifting trajectory slightly and aiming for where I’d heard his voice. “They’ve agreed to a ceasefire.” As I entered the circle of tents, Wings remained outside, but the mountain lion trailed after me. I could sense my other human pack-mates’ eyes on me, on her. Soon I was standing in front of Jason, my hand resting on his forearm and my eyes scanning his moon-shadowed face.
 
   But he wasn’t looking at me; he was staring at the mountain lion flanking me.
 
   “Ben…he’s dead,” I said softly. Pain and sorrow were overshadowed by the absolute need to protect the rest of my herd—my pack. This had to end.
 
   Jason’s eyes shifted to me, grazing over my face before traveling lower, scanning the rest of my body. “Zoe and Sarah?” His voice was barely a whisper.
 
   “They’re fine. Everyone else?” I glanced around at the shadowed forms of our other companions, barely visible as they crouched within the circle of tents.
 
   “Jake’s wounded.” Jason nodded toward the ground, toward a smoking body. 
 
   I focused on the man’s charred face, and for a moment, I feared that it was Jake’s. 
 
   “That one took a chunk out of his arm when he dragged him in here, before Carlos got his hands on him,” Jason said, and I exhaled in relief. “What’s going on?”
 
   “I can speak to their leader—telepathically,” I said as quietly as possible. I hesitated. “They’re like me,” I told him, holding my head high and keeping my gaze steady. “So is he.” My eyes flicked to our attackers’ prey, huddled in by the flameless fire pit in the center of camp. “They agreed to stand down if I went with them.”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Jason…this has to end. Ben’s already dead. He’s dead.”
 
   “There’s no fucking way you’re—”
 
   I dug my fingernails into his arm, wishing they were claws. “I agreed to go with them, but I didn’t say how long I would stay with them.”
 
   Jason shook his head. “I’m not letting you—”
 
   Irritation flared, and beside me the mountain lion stood, lashed her tail, and roared. I offered him a small, sad smile. “You can’t stop me.”
 
   Starlight glinted in his eyes.
 
   “I have a plan, Jason. Trust me. Please.”
 
   He didn’t respond, so I released his arm and pushed past him, but he grabbed my wrist before I’d taken two steps. “Don’t fucking die.”
 
   I grinned. “I wouldn’t think of it.”
 
   Nobody else tried to stop me while I moved through camp. I could hear Jason speaking to the others behind me, too far away and his words too hushed for me to make out what he was saying.
 
   “Be ready,” I told Wings.
 
   “Protect herd,” she said. “Protect you. Destroy enemy.”
 
   When I reached the leader of the enemy pack, he and his remaining companions stood, one by one. There were four of them in total, and they were all male and of various ages, as far as I could tell, and the leader appeared to be the youngest, a tall, sturdy man in his prime. 
 
   I stopped a few yards away from the leader, my feline guard still at my side me. “Here I am.”
 
   “She-drifter,” the leader said as he stepped forward. He moved closer, until he was standing less than a foot away from me, and my blood turned into liquid nitrogen, then lit on fire. His face, though shadowed, was one I would never forget. It was the last thing Ray had seen before he’d snapped her neck.
 
   Shock. Recognition. Rage. “You.” A sound started, a low rumble that was nowhere near human. The growl was coming from me, from somewhere deep inside my chest, born of a sudden, desperate hunger for vengeance. “You killed her.”
 
   The man’s eyes shone with awareness of what he’d done. “Had to get your attention. You belong with us. With me.”
 
   My growl ceased, and a grin spread across my face. Anticipation melded with my hunger for vengeance. With my lust for blood. “Do I? Then take me away from here.”
 
   The pack leader returned my grin and held his arm out for me to walk beside him…away from my old pack. “We will worship you.” He touched his hand to my lower back, and I fought the urge to twist around and tear his arm out of its socket. It didn’t matter that I was far from strong enough to accomplish such a feat, the desire still swelled.
 
   I walked with these strangers, this small pack of apparently wild men, for minutes. When we were halfway to the tree line, when I was certain that we were far enough away from camp that all of my people would be safe, I spoke to Wings. “Now.”
 
   Thunder filled the air.
 
   The earth quaked under the beating of dozens of sets of hooves.
 
   And as I slipped out of my body, the mountain lion pounced on the pack leader.
 
    
 
   I was Wings.
 
   I led the herd, racing through the night toward our enemy. Close.
 
   So close.
 
   There.
 
   I skidded to a halt while the rest of the herd stampeded onward. I guarded her body from the horses trampling the rest of our enemies, guarded my predator-ally while it tore into the enemy leader.
 
   Rearing up onto my hind legs, I screamed in triumph. The battle was done, and the enemy was no more, nothing but lifeless flesh, bone, and blood under our hooves. We won.
 
    
 
   ~~~~~
 
    
 
   I made it back to camp less than ten minutes after I’d left, feeling numb, both mentally and emotionally. My feline companion had already gone her own way, returning to her regular routine of nocturnal hunting.
 
   The horses, however, moved as a mass behind Wings and me, clingy in their post-fight euphoria. They remained just beyond the ring of tents as I, alone, entered camp.
 
   I felt exhausted, wrung dry of energy and emotion. “It’s done,” I said hollowly. “They’re dead.” 
 
   Jason strode toward me, closing the distance between us in three steps. His arms wrapped around me so tightly I could barely breathe, but at the moment, I didn’t really care. I wanted him to hold me like that, suffocate me with the strength of his relief, for all eternity. Possibly longer.
 
   Seconds later, he set me back on me feet. His mouth covered mine, his lips gentle, but demanding.
 
   “Why couldn’t you fucking warn us?” Ky shouted, and the kiss ended abruptly. Jason and I turned our heads in time to see Ky stalking toward Becca. “My brother is dead. You see the fucking future. What the fuck is wrong with you? You should have warned us! You should have fucking warned us!”
 
   Jason and I exchanged a wary look.
 
   “Back off, Ky,” Harper said, stepping in front of Becca and blocking her from Ky before the irate man could reach her and do something really stupid. “It doesn’t work like that.”
 
   Jake joined Harper in shielding his sister.
 
   “I didn’t know,” Becca said, a tremor in her voice. “I swear it…I do.” I’d never heard the chronically composed Re-gen sound so distraught. “I’m so sorry about your brother, I—”
 
   Ky threw his hands up in the air. “You know what? Fuck you.” He pointed around Harper at Becca, then aimed his finger first at Harper, then at Jake. “Fuck you and you.” He swept his arm around in a broad, sweeping gesture. “Fuck you all, very much.”
 
   Jason took a step toward him. “Ky—”
 
   But Ky flung his hand up, turned, and stalked out into the night. “I’m taking Ben. I’m done with all this bullshit.”
 
   Again, Jason and I exchanged a look, bafflement this time. “He’ll be back,” I said, my chest clenching.
 
   “Yeah,” Jason agreed.
 
   But neither of our voices contained any amount of certainty.
 
   A dog barked, a second joined it, and I felt Jack’s mind as he and Cooper trotted into the ring of tents. My eyes closed, and I exhaled in relief. At least Jack was okay.
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   ZOE
 
   APRIL 28, 1AE
 
   Humboldt-Toiyabe National Forest, Nevada
 
    
 
   It was the dead of night. Ben was dead, Ky was gone, Becca had practically been assaulted by Ky, and a piece of Jake’s arm had been torn off; sleep was the last thing on any of our minds. Well, except for Dani. She was exhausted after melding with the minds of the animal battalion that had come to our aid.
 
   Sitting by the fire, I tried to collect myself. My mind had already felt a little fried after sneaking in a quick, headache-inducing electrotherapy session with Gabe and Carlos early today. And after I’d seen Jake’s arm—a bloody mess that needed tending—followed by the mental replay of the wild man who’d literally torn a piece out of him with his teeth, it was all I could do not to burst into hysterics.
 
   Other than questioning the guy who’d been fleeing from the pack of wild men, a middle-aged man named Ralph, Jason hadn’t said much; his concern for Dani had become all-consuming. My concern for her was heightened as well, but for another reason. What’s to stop Dani from becoming like them? I knew she’d been drifting more and more, and now that I’d seen some of Ralph’s memories, I knew Dani wasn’t safe…from herself. Even as she lay inside her tent, trying to sleep, I could feel her mind drifting.
 
   Hearing Jake’s rumbling voice behind me as he thanked Carlos for frying the man who’d gnawed on his arm, I glanced over my shoulder at him. I could see that Jake’s sleeve was dark with blood, and I knew someone needed to look at the wound. Harper had taken a walk with Becca, trying to reassure her that there was nothing she could’ve done for Ky or Ben, leaving me a sorry stand-in.
 
   Whether it was overexertion or his body actively regenerating itself, I could feel Jake’s exhaustion, prompting me to head over to the chuck wagon. I dug around inside one of the cubbies for the medical kit I thought had been crammed in there somewhere. I was considering where else it might be hiding when I finally found it behind a stack of paper plates and napkins.
 
   Ready to put on my nurse cap and attempt to look like I knew what I was doing, I turned back toward the fire, my gaze automatically gravitating to Jake, who was still standing with Carlos by his tent.
 
   I made my way over to them, then stopped a few yards away and waited for their discussion to end. When Carlos noticed me, he nodded in my direction, and Jake turned around. I held the medical kit up and gestured toward the fire that was ever present in the center of our camp. It wasn’t usually blazing in the middle of the night, but tonight was obviously an exception.
 
   After Jake dipped his chin in acknowledgement, I headed over to the campfire to find a place for us to sit. I knew he was different than the rest of us, that he could heal faster than everyone else, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t in pain or that he didn’t need to take care of himself.
 
   Plopping down into an empty folding chair, I anxiously waited for him to join me. Mase had built the fire to roaring, and its flames would provide ample light to tend Jake’s wound. Losing myself to the sound of crackling fire and the undulating flames, I thought about how many other times he’d been injured, about the memories I’d seen of his burned body…
 
   “This seat for me?”
 
   My gaze slipped away from the mesmerizing pull of the fire and met Jake’s. He offered me a lopsided smile, but it wasn’t reassuring. I could feel his exhaustion even more acutely with him standing beside me and could see it plainly enough on his face. He needed rest.
 
   “Of course,” I said, leaning forward in my seat. “Now, how are we going to do this?” I asked, holding up the kit again as he sat down.
 
   Using his good arm to tug the long-sleeved shirt over his head, Jake grimaced as he gingerly pulled the blood-dried fabric off his arm. “You playing nurse again?”
 
   Suddenly, I realized Jake had removed his shirt. I cleared my throat and busied myself as I opened the medical box. “Nurse? No, I have no idea what I’m doing.”
 
   “That’s comforting.”
 
   I glanced over at him with a smirk, in time to see Jake’s smile…and exposed chest. It was the first time I’d ever seen Jake without a shirt on, the first time I learned of the light brown hair dusting his chest and leading down his lower abdomen.
 
   But as much as I wanted to study his body, I zeroed in on the chunk missing from the inside of his forearm—a fleshy, gaping hole layered with folds of blood-crusted, unevenly torn muscle and tissue, some of it more pink than red, a sign of his quick healing. Even the traumatized skin surrounding the wound was colored with faint green and yellow bruises, as if they were already days old.
 
   While I felt my heart seize at the sight of the bite wound, Jake seemed unfazed. “You sure you want to do this?” he asked. “I can have one of the others—”
 
   “No,” I said quickly. “I don’t mind, really.” I squeezed his hand before turning my attention back to the medical kit in my lap. “I want to make sure someone tends to it before it heals wrong or gets infected or something.”
 
   “It won’t heal wrong,” he said, “and it won’t get infected.” I saw an image of him lying in the snow, a bullet in one hand and his other palm against his chest.
 
   I glanced up at his torso, seeing no scar from a bullet wound. “Maybe not, but it still hurts, doesn’t it?”
 
   “Like hell.”
 
   “Well then, let’s do what we can to help your body instead of making it do all the work.”
 
   I evaluated the contents of the kit, trying to decide where to start. “I suppose cleaning it is the first order of business,” I thought aloud. I curled my lip as I examined the flesh once more. “I take it you’ve not done that yet…”
 
   Jake tried not to smile. “No, I haven’t had the chance.”
 
   I cleared my throat and swallowed. “Clearly.” Removing an alcohol pad from its wrapper, I cleaned the skin around the wound, which was half the size of my palm.
 
   Jake chuckled softly.
 
   “Am I entertaining you?”
 
   “Your determination is very…you.”
 
   My eyes met his for a brief a moment. “Thank you, I think.” We were quiet for a few breaths, the fire and the chatting around us only white noise. I held up a small bottle of rubbing alcohol. “What do you think?”
 
   Jake frowned. “I don’t think you need to go that far.”
 
   I smiled, happy to be the one amused this time. I gave an innocent shrug. “I’m just trying to help.”
 
   “Helping or hurting?” he asked glumly.
 
   Shaking my head, I relented. “You’re no fun.” I exchanged the bottle of alcohol for one of saline solution and squirted around in the wound, repeating the action a few more times until I felt it was sufficiently clean. I reached for the alcohol pad to wipe the excess saline solution dripping from his arm. “I’ll wrap this up for you and then you can go rest.”
 
   Jake shook his head. “I can’t. Ralph has some information he wanted to—”
 
   I glared at him. “Can’t you let Jason talk to him? Or at least wait until the sun comes up, when you have some of your strength back? No offense, but you look like you’re about to fall over. You think you can keep going at this rate with your body trying to heal itself?” As I wrapped the clean gauze around his forearm, both his amusement and exhaustion flowed into me. “Can we at least go lie down for a little bit?”
 
   I struggled with the small role of adhesive tape but finally managed to tear a piece off. When I looked back up at Jake, his expression seemed part perplexed and part entertained.
 
   “What?” I asked, giving him a sidelong glance.
 
   He raised his eyebrows. “We?”
 
   “We what?” Then it hit me. Realizing what I’d said, I busied myself by taping down the bandage and putting the supplies back into the medical kit. “Well, you at least. I’m not trying to be obnoxious, but I really don’t feel like you’re taking this whole regenerating thing seriously. You’re not superhuman, you know.”
 
   Jake turned his shirt right-side out.
 
   “In all seriousness,” I added in his silence, “have you considered at all how much your Ability has changed you?”
 
   “What do you mean?” Exhaustion and pain getting the better of him, Jake struggled to lift his wounded arm.
 
   “Here,” I said, gently peeling the half-donned shirt back off of him. “We’ll get you a zip-up sweatshirt, that’ll be easier.” Jake sat there patiently while I manhandled him. “If your body regenerates itself, will you stop aging?”
 
   He chuckled weakly.        
 
   I smacked his good arm. “I’m serious. You can’t die—”
 
   “I’m sure that’s not true,” he said. “Just like your Ability has limitations, mine has to as well. I’m just not sure what they are, and I don’t really want to test any theories.” He obviously didn’t want to talk about it, and I had to admit that it was too deep of a conversation for us to be having when he could barely keep his eyes open as it was. “Come on,” he said. He stood and, taking the kit out of my hand, set it on his chair and intertwined his fingers with mine.
 
   Without a word, I followed him to his tent. I’d never been in it before, and the thought of being in his private space with him was thrilling.
 
   He unzipped the door and stepped inside, guiding me in gently behind him. His tent was larger than the one I shared with Becca; ours was snug, barely fitting the two of us and our things. I was fine with it, though; it was what I was used to, and it made me feel safe. Jake’s tent, on the other hand, was big enough for four people, which I thought was sort of strange. It was only him, a single, open duffel bag, which his clothes were perfectly rolled and stacked inside, and his sleeping bag. Granted, it was actually two sleeping bags conjoined, but still. It seemed a big tent for one man.
 
   “Shoes off,” he said, standing slightly slouched by the entrance, which apparently served as his designated “shoe” area. “That’s my one rule,” he said. “And don’t try to get out of it. I’ll hold you to it this time.”
 
   I was confused. “Wait, what?” As far as I knew, we’d never once talked about a “no shoes in the tent” rule. But then I realized…he was talking about before. Surrendering, I toed off my tennis shoes and moved to the side, nearly able to stand up straight at the tent’s peak.
 
   Jake zipped the door shut and, favoring his right arm, lay down on the sleeping bags with a groan. I hadn’t realized there were two pillows until he wadded one of them up beneath his head.
 
   “One of the pillows is mine,” I thought aloud. I felt stupid for not making the connection earlier. The joined sleeping bags, the bigger tent—this wasn’t just his, it was ours.
 
   “Yep,” he said, his eyes meeting mine. The campfire outside, only a few yards away, brightened the inside of Jake’s tent enough for me to see how intently he was watching me.
 
   “And, let me guess, I don’t like the ‘no shoes’ rule.”
 
   A weak smile pulled at his lips. The firelight cast shadows against the tent’s blue nylon walls. The flickering light and dark made the brown stubble on Jake’s jaw glow then turn sable before it began glowing again.
 
   “No,” he finally said. “You don’t like my ‘no shoes’ rule.”
 
   I smiled. “I don’t think it’s so bad now.”
 
   He made a derisive noise and patted the area beside him. “You’re making me anxious standing over me like that.”
 
   “I need to get you a sweatshirt,” I said a little warily. I stepped over to his bag and stared at the items rolled and folded inside. “Since this is organized immaculately, I have a feeling you know exactly where your sweatshirts are.”
 
   “There should be one tucked in the right corner.”
 
   Just as he’d said, I felt the cool zipper against my fingertips and carefully pulled out a black, zip-up, hooded sweatshirt so not to mess up the rest of his clothes.
 
   “Here you go,” I said, lowering myself down to him. “You need to sit up, just for a minute. I’ll make it fast, I promise.”
 
   With a grunt, Jake sat up and held his injured arm out first. After I pulled the sweatshirt on as gently as possible, I helped him with the other sleeve, and then he lay back down. Lifting his good arm, Jake welcomed me to lie against him, and I automatically accepted his offer.
 
   My head fit perfectly in the crux of his arm, and I leaned into him, draping my arm over his middle. My entire body eased, the tension fleeing my muscles as I was consumed by Jake’s warmth. He smelled smoky, like campfire, and the faint sound of his heart was steady and reassuring.
 
   “What do I like?” I asked.
 
   A small smile pulled at Jake’s lips. “Well, you like sleeping with two pillows. At least you say that, but you only ever really use one. So I gave one of yours to Camille and Mase.” His voice was velvety.
 
   “Sneaky.” I smiled. “What else?”
 
   Jake’s hand drew languid circles in the middle of my lower back, and I felt my mind start to drift. “You like to leave your clothes all over the tent, and you never fold anything…not really, anyway. You claim it’s pointless.”
 
   I thought of the disarray my side of Becca’s tent was currently in. “What else?” I whispered.
 
   Jake was quiet a moment, and for a second I thought he might have fallen asleep, but then he spoke. “You hog the bed, and…”
 
   I peered up at him, the intensity of his gaze making my stomach flutter. Admiration and affection stirred within him, lulling as it passed over me like a warm blanket of promise and hope and safety.
 
   He was hesitant, scared even, to love me the way he once did, but for some reason, it didn’t upset me. Maybe I finally understood, or maybe it just didn’t matter anymore. Either way, he was trying. I could feel his vulnerability: longing—desire—uncertainty—wonder. It was the most amazing thing I’d ever felt, and I had to resist the urge to tell him that Gabe and I were working on a plan for me to get my memory back. I couldn’t bear to think about his disappointment if it didn’t work.
 
   “You also do this all the time,” he said, rubbing his sock-covered feet against mine. “Every single night, you rub your feet against the bottom of the sleeping bag until they finally find mine…and then you fall asleep.”
 
   I glanced down at my feet, which were tangled with his, and realized how deeply I could fall in love with Jake. It wasn’t his emotions or guilt making me feel obligated this time, and it wasn’t a looming pressure to be someone I no longer was. It was a simmering love I’d felt since the first moment I saw him, the sad man standing in the doorway of the abandoned house.
 
   Propping myself up on my elbow, I leaned in without hesitation and kissed him, more fervently than the last time. I wanted Jake to know how I felt, wished I could share with him the feelings he, unbeknownst to him, had shared with me.
 
   “I love you,” I whispered against his mouth, not wanting to let another moment pass without him knowing how I felt.
 
   Afraid to open my eyes, to see his reaction illuminated on his face, I kept them closed and pressed my lips to his once more. “I love you,” I repeated.
 
   Ignoring his pain, Jake pulled me closer with his injured arm, his kiss tender and his body exuding waves of unmistakable relief.
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   DANI
 
   APRIL 29, 1AE
 
   Humboldt-Toiyabe National Forest, Nevada
 
    
 
   I “woke” with a groan. I hadn’t been sleeping; I’d been stalking squirrels with some bobcats. And I’d meant to be sleeping.
 
   I’d essentially passed out in the wee hours of the morning, intent on remaining asleep and resting my mind and not drifting into any animal minds. But I had drifted, and because my subconscious had been in charge when I left my body, I’d drifted from creature to creature like a sleepwalker, unwilling, or possibly unable, to return to my body by choice.
 
   Jason trailed his fingertips over the sensitive skin on the side of my neck, giving rise to goose bumps. I could feel the heat of him close against my side despite the two insulated layers of sleeping bags separating our bodies.
 
   “Good dream?” he asked.
 
   Opening my eyes, I stared up at the green nylon canopy of our tent and frowned. “I…I can’t remember,” I lied, glancing at him. He was lying on his side, his head resting on his curled-up arm. “Why do you ask?”
 
   Jason’s piercing blue eyes held a hint of the sparkle that usually accompanied a smile. “You were hard to wake.” He rolled onto his back.
 
   I forced a smile and shrugged. I hadn’t been having a good dream—or any dream—because I hadn’t even been asleep. But I didn’t want to worry Jason or anyone else with such a minor problem compared to what had just happened the night before. Ben was dead, Ky was who knows where, and one of the mares had a bad gash on her rear that Harper feared would become infected. And I’d led the horses in what could easily be called a slaughter-by-stampede. Suddenly, child-murderer and liar didn’t seem to be the worst things I could be called.
 
   I sighed and rubbed my hands over my face, wiping away the crusty sleep in the corners of my eyes. “I need some fresh air.” I crawled out of my sleeping bag and toward the tent door.
 
   “Wait,” Jason said when I had the top part of the flap unzipped.
 
   I glanced back at him.
 
   “Aren’t you forgetting something?”
 
   “What?”
 
   His eyes trailed down the length of my body, zeroing in on my butt. The attention to my nether parts made me notice the draftiness around my lower half. I’d fallen asleep in only one of Jason’s t-shirts and my underwear, and that was still all I had on.
 
   The blush started on my chest and burned its way up my neck. I cleared my throat and shot a cursory glance around the tent before I remembered that we’d had to burn the sweatpants I’d been wearing the previous night because they’d been soaked through with blood…and bits. Which sucked so much more because they were my last pair.
 
   “Here,” Jason said, reaching for something on his side of the tent. He handed me a pair of black leggings. “Camille gave these to me after you conked out…thought you might need ’em.”
 
   “Oh…” I took the soft, stretchy pants. “Thanks.”
 
   He lifted one shoulder. “Thank Camille.”
 
   “I will.” I pulled the leggings on quickly, then fished a pair of clean socks out of my duffel bag and wiggled my feet into my boots, which were much cleaner than they’d been when I’d removed them earlier that morning. “Did you clean these?” I asked, noting that the combat knife had been replaced in the boot sheath.
 
   Jason nodded.
 
   I offered him a grateful smile. “Thank you.”
 
   He held my gaze, not returning my smile. “You scared the shit out of me last night.”
 
   I licked my lips. “I know.” I’d scared the shit out of myself, too.
 
   “Your eyes…” He shook his head. “They were different. You were different.”
 
   I looked down at my hand, watching my fingers toy with the leather at the top of my boot. When I spoke, my voice was quiet. “I know.”
 
   And I did know; I’d been less like me, and more like them.
 
    
 
   ~~~~~
 
    
 
   “Excuse me, um, Dani?” Ralph, a.k.a. prey, said from behind me.
 
   I was perched on a rock at the edge of the creek near camp. The afternoon sun shone high overhead, but its rays couldn’t warm the part of me deep inside, chilled with fear over what I was becoming. I glanced over my shoulder as I heard Ralph’s footsteps draw nearer.
 
   “Do you mind if I join you? I thought we might have a little chat sometime before you and your people continue on your way.”
 
   Widening my eyes, I brushed my palm against my borrowed leggings and bit my lip. I wanted to talk to him and had been planning to hunt him down later. “Now’s as good a time as any.”
 
   Ralph smiled, bowed his head, and crossed the creek. He sat on a rock a little larger than mine and scratched his graying beard.
 
   I picked up a small handful of pebbles and started tossing them into the water one by one. “So…what’d you do to get on their bad side?”
 
   “Scott and his pack?”
 
   I met Ralph’s eyes for the briefest moment. “Yeah.” I hadn’t known the leader’s name, Ray’s killer’s name—hadn’t wanted to—and now I felt like even more of a murderer. So much for vengeance being sweet…
 
   “Existed,” Ralph said bitterly. “Me and my son, Bobby—he was a drifter, too—we came out here after we realized how much we’d changed. I’ve had a cabin in the area for years, and living in a place secluded from people but teeming with animal life…” He shrugged. “It just felt right.”
 
   I nodded, finding that I could relate a little too well to what he was saying.
 
   “Scott caught wind of us a few weeks back and wanted us to join his ‘pack,’ but Bobby and me didn’t like the way their minds felt, especially not Scott and the other drifter in the pack.” He squinted up at the sun. “Like they weren’t quite human anymore. We thanked him and passed on his offer and returned to our new, secluded way of life.” He lowered his gaze, his warm, brown eyes meeting mine. “We’d already noticed the changes in ourselves when we drifted too much, and we decided it was time to use some restraint before we ended up turning into wild men like Scott and his pack.”
 
   I swallowed roughly. This was exactly the kind of thing that I wanted to talk about…that I was terrified to talk about.
 
   Ralph sighed and shook his head. “But it was too late for Bobby. He couldn’t stop. Every time he went to sleep, he ended up drifting, and every day, instinct ruled him just a little bit more…until about a week ago.”
 
   “What happened?”
 
   “He disappeared, and I found him two days later…at the base of a cliff.”
 
   “Was he, um…”
 
   Ralph raised his eyebrows. “Dead?” He nodded slowly.
 
   “Scott?”
 
   He continued to nod. “He didn’t mind us so much when we hadn’t ‘fully embraced the gift,’ as Scott liked to say, but once Bobby had, Scott claimed that he couldn’t allow a competitor in his territory.” Ralph sighed. “And then he decided his pack needed some entertainment, so they started hunting me.” He flashed me a weak smile. “When I felt your mind, I knew you’d be my only chance…that Scott wouldn’t be able to resist the pull of a female drifter.”
 
   I scowled, and when I spoke, my voice was flat. “So I was meant to be a diversion.”
 
   “I hate to admit it, but yeah.” He frowned. “But here you were with an army of humans and animals…couldn’t have guessed that.” His head tilted to the side. “Your connection with the creatures is different—deeper—and they trust you more, seem to genuinely care about your well-being, even accept you as one of their own, where they just tolerate the rest of us drifters playing at being a part of their kingdom. But then, it’s not like I’ve met many of us, and you’re the first female drifter I’ve met, so…” Again, he shrugged. “Makes sense that that sort of thing would matter to the animals.”
 
   A harsh laugh escaped from my throat. “Great…so when I turn wild, I can frolic around with all my animal friends and be their lady Mowgli. Awesome.”
 
   Ralph studied me for a long, uncomfortable moment. “So it’s started for you, too, then, has it?”
 
   I nodded. “Last night—or this morning, I mean—was the first time.” Another humorless laugh and shake of my head. “Went to sleep and woke up drifting.” I stared across the creek at him, pleading with my eyes. “Do you know how to stop it from happening?”
 
   Frowning, Ralph shook his head. “Once that starts happening, it seems to be inevitable that you’ll, well, you know…change.”
 
   I blinked, and a few tears escaped over the brim of my eyelids. “I don’t want to change; I want to stay me.” I hugged my middle and squeezed my eyes shut.
 
   “I wish I could tell you how to manage it, but it seems that’s something each of us has to figure out on our own. The best two pieces of advice I can give you are these: you’ve got to want to stop drifting with every fiber of your being, or else that part of you that takes over when you sleep is going to keep pushing you out into the critters—and you have to stop, now. If that means you try not to sleep for days, then you try not to sleep for days. Maybe the compulsion to drift will lessen the longer you go without doing it. Maybe…”
 
   I took several deep breaths, trying to collect what little remained of my tattered composure. My voice shook when I spoke next. “I see.” I was terrified, because I knew that a part of me never wanted to stop drifting, and I had no idea how to convince that tiny, stubborn part of me to give it up.
 
   Sometimes, I really hated myself.
 
    
 
   ~~~~~
 
    
 
   Standing beside Wings, I took a tiny bottle of caffeine pills out of my saddlebag, opened it, and shook a pill out to pop into my mouth. For the fifth time today. I hadn’t even tried to sleep the previous night, and even with the aid of the caffeine pills I’d lifted from Harper’s medical supplies while everyone was fussing over a returned and repentant Ky, I’d almost succumbed to the pull of sleep three times during the day’s ride; the resulting imminent fall could have been devastating.
 
   I dry-swallowed the caffeine pill, then tucked the bottle back into the saddlebag, glancing around to make sure nobody was watching me. At least we were done traveling for the day, so I wouldn’t have to risk sliding out of the saddle for another twelve hours. Of course, that also meant I had to get through my second consecutive night of resisting sleep.
 
   Tomorrow night, I told myself. I’ll try to sleep tomorrow night.
 
   “Red…”
 
   Startled, I jumped and spun around, only to find Jason standing a few feet away, watching me. His eyes were tight with concern.
 
   “Yeah?” I said, skirting eye contact. I wasn’t sure if he’d seen me gulp down the pill.
 
   “Take a walk with me?” he said, holding out his hand.
 
   I looked over my shoulder at Wings. “But I have to—”
 
   “Carlos’ll take care of her.”
 
   “Yeah,” Carlos said, walking up and coaxing Wings’s attention away from me with the promise of an apple. “She’s an easy one.”
 
   “But…” I trailed off as I realized that only a few horses remained in the area near the paddock we were using to store the tack for the night while the rest roamed around, unburdened as they grazed. A glance off to my left told me the tents were already up in the corner of a tiny farm’s parched hay field, and the fire was well on its way to roaring. “How…?”
 
   “You must’ve zoned out,” Jason said, reaching for my good hand and linking our fingers when I showed no sign of intending to meet him halfway. “You were just standing there, staring at your saddlebag.”
 
   I closed my eyes in a prolonged blink, letting Jason lead me away from Wings and Carlos and our camp. He headed for the solitary, one-story farmhouse located on the other side of the almost nonexistent creek. A single row of tall, skinny trees covered in scraggly new growth lined the property as a windbreak. Jason led me around the house on a lawn that was so brown and patchy it blended in almost seamlessly with the barren desert floor surrounding it, only stopping once we reached the opposite side. He stared down at me, looming unintentionally.
 
   Sighing, I rubbed my eyes; they felt grainy from lack of sleep. “What are we doing out here? I still have to check in with all of the horses and set up scouts for—”
 
   “You’re off scouting duty,” he said quietly, calmly. “We can do it the old-fashioned way for a few days.” And still, he stared down at me. I felt like a preserved specimen in a jar.
 
   “What?” I blurted, first widening, then narrowing my eyes. “Why?”
 
   Jason stepped closer, his usually stony face finally showing some emotion. And his emotional displays were a lot like the desert climate we’d grown used to over nearly a month of travel: when it rained—especially when Tavis made it happen—it poured. “You’re exhausted.” Jason raised a hand and placed the crook of his index finger under my chin, angling my face upward. “Have you slept at all since Ben…since Ray—”
 
   I pulled my hand from his, taking several steps backward, and crossed my arms over my chest. It was a gesture of protection more than a gesture of defiance. I looked away—at the farmhouse behind him, at the dirt and dead grass beneath our boots, at the trees surrounding the yard—anywhere but at him. I couldn’t let him see the tears stinging my tired eyes. “Not really,” I said softly. Not at all.
 
   “You’re not eating, not sleeping…you’ve got to take better care of yourself.”
 
   I shrugged, trying to appear nonchalant, but inside I was screaming, I’m trying! I don’t want to lose my humanity! I’m trying to fix me! I both wanted and refused to tell him about my current predicament…about my apparent addiction to drifting. Having his support would mean everything, but he had enough on his plate without having to deal with my problems, especially when they were problems I practically dove into headfirst.
 
   “You don’t understand,” I said.
 
   Jason sighed. “But I do understand. Losing first the horses, then Ray, and now Ben…it’s hard. And then with those drifters, and what you did…you’re dealing with a lot.”
 
   “A lot?” I scoffed, a harsh, ugly sound. “Jesus, Jason…” I shook my head. “You couldn’t possibly understand.”
 
   “Then why don’t you explain it to me,” he said, his tone level.
 
   If he thought me sharing my feelings would help me move on, then fine—we could talk about Ray, and drifting, and…not about my soul-sucking addiction to it.
 
   I started pacing, the caffeine pill making me jittery. “When I drift, it’s like…like…” I threw my arms up in the air. Explaining the connection I shared with the animals—the connection I’d shared with Ray, that I’d been sharing with her at her moment of death—seemed impossible.
 
   “When I merge with them,” I said, “it’s like I’m a part of them and they’re a part of me…like the essence of who we are—our souls, or whatever—join together, and when I’m just me again, a piece of my soul is still with them, and a piece of theirs is with me.”
 
   I paused and looked down at the ground. “Ray was more than a pet, more than a friend…she was part of me, and when she died, I lost that part of me completely. It’s just…gone. And killing Scott didn’t bring her back…didn’t make the hurt go away. So now I have to deal with crushing guilt, too.” I raised my eyes to meet Jason’s. “So tell me again about how you get it, about how you understand.”
 
   Jason’s jaw clenched, and his Adam’s apple bobbed as he swallowed. “I care about you more than I’ve ever cared about anyone,” he said, his voice low and cold despite the heartfelt words. “And when you were gone, you took a piece of me—my soul—with you.” He moved closer, his strides consuming the distance separating us. “So yeah, Red, I get it.”
 
   I stared at him, slack-jawed and slack-brained. “What?”
 
   “I didn’t mean to fall in love with you,” he said, as though that explained anything.
 
   “Fall in love…with me?”
 
   He let out a harsh laugh and ran his fingers through his short, dark curls. “It was never something I wanted—with anyone.” He looked at me, his eyes aflame with too many intense emotions: accusation—desire—anger—fear—love…
 
   He loves me?
 
   “I thought if I just got a taste of you, had my fill…” He shook his head, staring down at me with eyes of luminous blue fire. “I never wanted to fall in love, because I’ve seen what it does to a person when it’s taken away.” His eyes widened, like he’d just realized that I was both the monster in the dark and the hero who could chase it away. “And now I’ve felt it.” He squeezed his hand into a fist, then stretched out his fingers. His hand was shaking. “So don’t tell me I don’t get it.” His gaze hardened. “I get it.”
 
   Turning, he started to walk back toward camp.
 
   My arms slipped lower until they hung at my sides. “Jason…wait.”
 
   He stopped, his back to me and his body flush with the corner of the house. He turned his head, showing me his profile…his perfect, strong profile.
 
   “I’m sorry,” I whispered.
 
   Everything about him relaxed noticeably.
 
   I took a step toward him. Another. And another. “I’m sorry I’m such a mess, and I’m sorry that you have to deal with it, but I’m not sorry that you fell in love with me. I will never be sorry about that.” I stopped a foot or two behind him, making no move to touch him. “Please turn around.”
 
   He did so, slowly. When he finally faced me, he gazed down at me with familiar, guarded eyes. Somehow, the red in his scar only intensified the blue in his eyes.
 
   I couldn’t help but smile. I felt drunk and giddy and muddle-brained, and I couldn’t believe any of this was really happening, that he’d really just told me he loved me. It was the best possible thing at the worst possible time.
 
   “I thought I was in love with you when I was younger,” I said. I felt my smile grow, and I glanced away, embarrassed. I had to force myself to meet his eyes again. “And then when I got older, when I was with Cam, I convinced myself that I’d only fallen in love with the idea of you…that it had only been a crush, and that I’d barely known you, and that my feelings only seemed so strong because I was a teenager and everything is so extreme then.” I laughed softly and shook my head. “I convinced myself that I barely knew the real you.”
 
   Jason clenched and unclenched his jaw repeatedly.
 
   “But I was lying to myself. I think I was the only one besides Zo and your dad who you let catch even a glimpse of the real you.” I took a shaky breath. “I love you, Jason…so much. I’ve loved you for a very long time.”
 
   I watched as his guarded mask cracked, fragmented, and fell away, baring the full force of his emotions to me. His eyes were so full of hope and wonder and desperation, his lips of promise, and his entire face was softened by what could only be called adoration…and love. He searched my eyes, back and forth. Back and forth. Back and forth. The intensity of him stole my breath.
 
   Wait…wait…wait…there’s something else…something I have to tell him…
 
   Before I knew what was happening, Jason’s hands were cradling the back of my skull, his fingers unintentionally tugging pieces of my hair from my braid, and his lips were on mine. His kiss was not patient, not kind. It envied and boasted and was proud…so damn proud. His kiss sought to dishonor me, and I sought for it to dishonor me and would have been angered beyond reason had it stopped. A cessation of the kiss would have been unforgivable. This, these lips on mine, this tongue dancing with mine…this was the first real, honest kiss Jason and I had shared.
 
   Except that it’s not an honest kiss, the very tiny coherent voice in the back of my mind said. You’re still lying to him, about yourself and about his past…his mom.
 
   Jason pressed me back against the house’s weathered siding, and I placed my palms on his chest. With a groan, I pushed, but instead of breaking the contact between our lips, Jason kissed me harder, deeper, more urgently. And damn it all to hell if I didn’t want him to stop. His hands were everywhere, and he felt so good, so strong and real and all mine…
 
   Again, I pushed against his chest. He froze, pulling back just enough for me to gasp, “Wait…stop…just wait.”
 
   Tension was a living thing vibrating along every tendon, through every muscle in his body. “Red…” Pain—desire unfulfilled—made the word a desperate groan.
 
   I squeezed my eyes shut, loathing myself for what I was about to do. “Before this goes any further, I have to tell you something.” I didn’t know why—maybe it was the lack of sleep, or maybe it was a desperate need to save face—but suddenly my knowledge of his mom didn’t seem like the biggest secret standing between us.
 
   Jason lowered his head and grazed his lips over the side of my neck. “Later…”
 
   “No, Jason, now. It has to be now.” Because I wouldn’t forgive myself if I started this new phase of our relationship with that lie hanging over us, and I doubted that he would forgive me either. As it was, I didn’t know if he would feel the same about me after I told him—but I wouldn’t trade the chance to have a lifetime of love for a few moments of bliss. I wouldn’t.
 
   With a rough, knowing noise, Jason wedged his leg between my knees and slid his hands down to my hips. He moved against me, taunting me. Damn him for knowing exactly how to please my greedy body.
 
   My head fell back against the side of the house, and I moaned.
 
   “What were you saying?” Jason whispered against my neck.
 
   I swallowed, cleared my throat, whimpered. “Your mom…she’s alive.”
 
   He stilled instantly, a new kind of tension humming through him.
 
   “I met her,” I said, breathing hard. “In the Colony.”
 
   Ever so slowly, Jason raised his head and met my eyes. “What?” His voice was cold…so very cold.
 
   “It’s not what you think,” I rushed to say before he could draw false conclusions…or any conclusions. Pretty much any conclusion would be a bad one. “She really didn’t want you to know about her, and I thought about telling you…so many times—”
 
   “Then why didn’t you?” That tone…that tone could freeze the sun.
 
   “Because I didn’t want to hurt you.”
 
   “And how, exactly, would telling me that my mom was alive and within reach have hurt me?” His eyes narrowed, spearing me with accusation. “Or was it just that you’d have to admit to lying all this time?”
 
   “What? No!” I pushed against his chest again, and this time he lifted off me enough that I could duck under his arm and slip out from between him and the side of the house. “Do you really think that little of me?”
 
   With a roar, Jason punched his palm against the wood siding. “Then tell me, because right now I don’t know what to think. What possible reason could you have for not telling me?”
 
   “She created the Virus,” I said, my voice barely audible.
 
   Jason turned his head, looking at me with eyes filled with utter revulsion. “Why would you say that?”
 
   My arms itched to wrap around my middle, but I held them rigid at my sides, my hands in shaking fists. “Because it’s true.”
 
   Jason’s eyes slid off me. “You’re wrong. It wasn’t her. You don’t know what the fuck you’re talking about.”
 
   Indignant, I straightened my back and held my head high. “I’m going to ignore the fact that you’re being a huge asshole, because I know this is a shock.” I inhaled harshly. “Your mom was at the Colony, and she did create the Virus.”
 
   Jason was shaking his head. “Then she didn’t know. It was an accident.”
 
   “No, Jason, it wasn’t.”
 
   “So what are you saying?” He pushed away from the side of the house and started stalking toward me. “What the fuck are you saying—that my mom’s evil? That she’s some sort of evil genius working with that—that fucking General…to what? To take over the world?” He stopped less than a foot from me, all hard muscle and menace and anger towering over me.
 
   I refused to look away, refused to back up. “No,” I said, expending every ounce of control I had to keep my voice even. “I’m saying that it wasn’t an accident, and that she knew exactly what she was doing.” I took a deep breath, and before Jason could launch into another tirade, said, “She did it to protect you, because if she hadn’t helped Herodson create the Virus, he would have killed you and Zo.”
 
   Jason staggered back as though I’d punched him. In seconds, his expression transformed from irate man to lost little boy. “What?”
 
   My chin quivered, and I blinked rapidly, refusing to cry. “After your mom left you guys, General Herodson stationed watchers around you and Zo. You were collateral in case his mind control failed on her, except—” I wanted to look away so badly, to not bear witness to Jason having one of the pillars of his childhood ripped out from beneath him. But I couldn’t leave him to face this alone, not when I was the one who’d landed the first blow. “He didn’t know—still doesn’t—about the other half of her Ability.”
 
   “I don’t…” Jason shook his head. “I don’t understand.”
 
   “Your mom’s just like you, able to increase, decrease, or block other people’s Abilities, but Herodson only knows about the boosting part. She was never under his mind control. The only control he ever had over her was you…you and Zo and your Dad. And then she fell in love with him.” I blinked, and a tear snuck out from between my lashes. I swiped it away before it could start its journey down my cheek and took another deep breath. “There’s something you should see,” I said, walking past him. When I didn’t hear footsteps behind me, I paused and looked back at Jason.
 
   He was standing exactly where he’d been for the last few minutes, exactly as he’d been.
 
   “It’s from your mom—a letter.”
 
   His head snapped around, his eyes seeking mine, eagerness and terror making them too bright, too wide.
 
   “Come on,” I said, continuing back toward camp. It wasn’t immediate, but I finally heard Jason’s footsteps behind me and exhaled in relief. If he was following me, it meant he believed me. It meant there was hope that he could accept this…and possibly not hate me for all eternity.
 
   We walked in silence, Jason always a few steps behind me. When we reached our tent, I quickly dug through my saddlebags until I found the manila envelope containing the letters and documents from Dr. Wesley. I fished out the smaller envelope with “Jason and Zoe” written on its face in Dr. Wesley’s elegant but barely legible handwriting. Inside, it contained a letter from a mother to her children…and the confession of a mass murderer.
 
   “Here,” I said, handing the sealed envelope to Jason. “I haven’t read it, so I don’t know how much she explains.”
 
   Jason sat carefully on his sleeping bag. His face was washed out, and his hands were shaking as he flipped the envelope over to look at the unbroken seal. He peered up at me, his eyes unfocused. “Zoe?”
 
   “She hasn’t seen it. She doesn’t actually know about the letter—not that it would do her much good as she is right now.” I shrugged uncomfortably. “But, um, she does know about your mom.”
 
   “What?” His gaze sharpened. “How?”
 
   “Dr. Wesley—your mom—she’s the one who saved Zo from Clara and left her at the house for us to find, as per Becca’s instructions.” I waved my hand weakly. “It’s all very confusing…everything with Becca is confusing…”
 
   Staring down at the envelope, Jason said, “All her life, Zoe’s been searching for clues about our mom, and now she knows…and she doesn’t even care.” He chuckled hollowly. “It’s all such a fucking mess.”
 
   Hysteria bubbled up from my chest in the form of a laugh that turned into a desolate sob. I dropped to my knees before Jason, taking one of his hands in both of mine. “I’m so, so sorry, Jason. If I could spare you this…” I shook my head. “You’re pissed. You should be pissed. I screwed up. I should have told you sooner…when I first found out…I should have—but I didn’t want to tell you. I never wanted you to know, because some things really are worse than death. I thought…I don’t know. I guess I thought I could protect you from that.” I laughed bitterly. “I can’t do much, but I thought I could do that…”
 
   “I’m not pissed—not at you.” Jason chuckled again, the sound devoid of all emotion. “Most of my life, I was miserable because I thought she was dead. Then I found out about the accident—that it was all crap—and I hated her for leaving us…for leaving me. And now this?” He blinked slowly. “Now I wish she really had died in that car accident.” For seconds, he said nothing, simply stared at the envelope. “I can’t be mad at you, not when I know I’d have done the same thing if our roles were reversed.”
 
   I stared at him, wide-eyed. “You don’t hate me?”
 
   He shook his head the barest amount.
 
   My eyebrows rose. “Do you—do you still love me?” My voice increased in pitch as I asked the question.
 
   Jason glanced up at the roof of our tent. “If love were something that could be turned on and off whenever we wanted…” He laughed softly, a sound absolutely devoid of humor. “But it can’t.” He lowered his eyes, a spark of something flashing in their desperate, blue depths. “I think my dad was proof of that.” Surprising me, hope washed over his face. “Do you think my dad…that he might still be—”
 
   “He’s gone, Jason. Grams found him, remember?” I gave his hand a supportive squeeze as I watched the hope fade away. It was such a fickle, fleeting thing, hope.
 
   “Right.” He shook his head, dispelling any lingering hope. “No, I know that. I know.”
 
   “Well, um…” Clearing my throat, I glanced down at the envelope in his hand. “Are you going to open it?”
 
   With trembling hands, Jason unsealed the envelope and pulled out the tri-folded letter. He unfolded it, and I watched his eyes as he read, skimming quickly from side to side, devouring his mom’s words. The letter was three pages long, and it only took him a few minutes to read through it.
 
   “Holy shit,” he murmured when he reached the bottom of the third page. “Holy fucking shit.”
 
   I tightened my hold on his thigh. “I know…it’s a crazy story,” I said, shaking my head.
 
   “No.” Jason pointed to the second to last paragraph, and I started reading.
 
    
 
   This is very important —These Monitors may still be with you. They would have had the gene therapy and already been familiar with their Abilities by the time they were implanted into your lives. They would still have fallen ill when infected by the Virus, but it would have been nothing more than a bad case of the flu to them, as their genetic code would have already been altered. It is possible that they don’t even know what they are. Herodson has people like your father who can alter perception as well as memories; they are, after all, the heart of the T-R program. Your Monitors could be sleeper agents, programmed to carry out their mission and eliminate you only when they’ve been triggered. If this is the case, those triggers will include any sign that I’ve been in contact with you. Be very careful about who you share this letter with. Better yet, share it with no one. Burn it.
 
    
 
   “Holy shit…eliminate you,” I said, echoing Dr. Wesley’s words. If she was right, if her information was trustworthy, then one or more of our companions could really be agents of the General. Only Chris and Ky had been with Jason from the beginning, and only Sarah had been with Zoe. None of them can be…that. And why the hell didn’t Dr. Wesley tell me about this?
 
   I met Jason’s eyes, the horror I felt mirrored in his. Chris and Ky were his two closest friends. The idea that one of them could be working for the General, planted near Jason for the sole purpose of executing him should the need arise, was obviously killing him.
 
   “We have to talk to Zo and Gabe,” I said. “Right now.”
 
    
 
   ~~~~~
 
    
 
   Zoe and Gabe were sitting on one side of the rectangular Formica kitchen table inside the farmhouse Jason and I had visited earlier. Someone had died in the bedroom, but the five months that had passed had shifted the odor from putrid to merely pungent, and closing the door made it tolerable. Jason was standing at the end of the table, arms crossed over his broad chest and the letter from Dr. Wesley clutched in fingers, and I was pacing back and forth along the side opposite Zoe and Gabe. The manila envelope with the packet of documents and papers the doctor had left with Zoe, along with her letter to me, was on the table in front of Gabe.
 
   “Why didn’t you mention Wes’s little care package earlier?” Gabe asked, tapping the manila envelope. “There might be something in here that can help with…” His eyes flicked to and away from Zoe so quickly that I wasn’t positive I hadn’t imagined it. “Things.”
 
   “I know…I should’ve shown all that stuff to you. But when Camille told me about how Dr. Wesley was actually in love with Herodson—”
 
   Gabe’s eyebrows shot upward. “What? Wes despises him, I assure you.”
 
   I shook my head. “But she doesn’t, not really. Before Camille was turned into a Re-gen, she overheard Dr. Wesley telling someone that she couldn’t leave the Colony because she wouldn’t abandon him…because she loved him.”
 
   Gabe took a deep, even breath. “And did Camille happen to mention whether Wes stated Gregory Herodson, specifically, as the recipient of her love?”
 
   I blinked several times, searching my memory. “Um…no. She just said ‘him.’”
 
   Gabe’s answering smile wasn’t overly kind. “And you just leapt to the conclusion that she was talking about Herodson.” He shook his head. “You must truly despise her.”
 
   “Of course I do,” I snapped. “She killed everyone. God, it’s like you’re suffering from Stockholm syndrome or something.” I pointed to Jason, and then to Zoe. “Even if she created the Virus just to save them”—I glanced at my boyfriend and amnesiac best friend—“no offense, she still did it. She still killed billions of people.” I skewered Gabe with a raging glare. “That’s not something you do that deserves forgiveness or pity. There’s no repentance for that.”
 
   Gabe blinked slowly. “She’s not the enemy, Dani.”
 
   “Yes. She is.”
 
   “She was talking about her son.”
 
   “What?” Jason, Zoe, and I said in unison. Both Zoe and I glanced at Jason, who frowned and shook his head.
 
   “Peter,” Gabe said. “His name is Peter, and Herodson is his father.”
 
   Crickets filled the room. Or rather, the absence of crickets. I was pretty sure we were all holding our breath.
 
   My cheeks flamed and shame filled me. I’d assumed wrong and put us all in danger, and now I felt like the biggest moron in the world.
 
   Jason cleared his throat. “As disturbing as that is, it’s not the most important thing at the moment. Can we get on with this?”
 
   Right…the letter. “Yeah, of course.”
 
   Uncrossing his arms, Jason raised the letter and started to read.
 
    
 
   Dear Jason and Zoe,
 
    
 
   I wish I didn’t have to write these words to you. I wish things were different. Some of the things I’ve done…I wish I hadn’t, but I didn’t have a choice. Now we all must live with the fallout.
 
    
 
   If you’re reading this, it means Dani decided you should know the truth. I can’t say I agree with her decision, but I also can’t say that I haven’t yearned for this day since I left both of you and your father. Whatever else you glean from this letter, know this: I love you. I always have, and I always will.
 
    
 
   Over two decades ago, Gregory Herodson, who you know as General Herodson through Dani and Gabriel, threatened both of your lives. If I hadn’t left you to join him, hadn’t created a virus that would spread the gene therapy like wildfire, and hadn’t helped Gregory begin his “Great Transformation,” then you would have been killed. Please don’t fool yourselves; I knew exactly what would happen once the Virus was unleashed on the general population. I knew that those infected would either die or go through a genetic mutation that would leave them forever altered, for better, or—in the case of most people—for worse. I knew all of this, and I created it anyway.
 
    
 
   I’m not asking for your forgiveness or even for your understanding. I’m fully aware that I deserve neither. It is reward enough to know that both of you are still alive. Nothing is more important than family. Please don’t blame yourselves. This was my decision, and the blame must fall on my shoulders. I accept it, even welcome it.
 
    
 
   Now, I have consulted with RV-01, and she has advised me in what I must tell you if you’re both to continue to survive. According to her, whether or not you read this letter is essentially a fork in the road—the future will be drastically different if you don’t read it than if you do. I just wish she’d told me which is the better path to take. But she didn’t. What she did tell me is this—it’s imperative that I explain the effects the gene therapy has on our ability to procreate. I don’t know why this knowledge is so important, but according to her, it’s a matter of life or death.
 
    
 
   One of the side effects of the gene therapy is that the gametes (eggs and sperm) of the survivors will be unstable after the initial mutation. The time it takes for them to stabilize is different for everyone—some never stabilize, and some stabilize in around three years, at which point the survivor can reproduce. When genetic stability has been reached and procreation is once again possible, gestation will occur at an accelerated rate. Gregory has had me experimenting with treatments to speed up the stabilization process, though I’ve yet to be successful. You will find a summary of the data I’ve collected so far enclosed with this letter—these documents have “Project Eden” on the header. Please give them to Gabriel, as he will understand them best.
 
    
 
   Children of two mutated parents are mutated as well, gaining some combination of their parents’ Abilities. I inserted a genetic block into you both when you were young to prevent your Abilities from manifesting. They remained latent until activated by a trigger I built into the Virus. As you are second generation, your Abilities should, in time, prove to be some combination of mine (being able to affect the potency and effectiveness of another’s Ability) and your father’s (being able to alter another’s perception as well as view, and even change their memories and sense their emotions).
 
    
 
   From what Dani told me, Zoe, you take after your father, which will be difficult for you. Tom learned—over a very long time, I might add—that the key to controlling his Ability was to not fight it, to not even think about it, but to let it become an extension of his senses, as integral and second nature as his senses of hearing, sight, smell, touch, and taste.
 
    
 
   And you, Jason, apparently take after me. We’re valuable, which means we must always be cautious. People who desire power will seek out those like us, because no matter how much power they have, they will never be satisfied. They’ll always want more, and we can give them that. Case in point: Gregory Herodson.
 
    
 
   You must be asking yourselves why I’ve stayed with Gregory for so long. I let him use me as an instrument of destruction and a way to increase his power for several reasons, but chief among them was to protect you. Gregory placed a Monitor close to each of you, intended to carry out your execution should I step out of line. At the first sign that I wasn’t absolutely under his control, he would have sent word, and you would have died. If I’d attempted to contact you or your father, and the Monitors found out, you would have died. I couldn’t allow that.
 
    
 
   This is very important —These Monitors may still be with you. They would have had the gene therapy and already been familiar with their Abilities by the time they were implanted into your lives. They would still have fallen ill when infected by the Virus, but it would have been nothing more than a bad case of the flu to them, as their genetic code would have already been altered. It is possible that they don’t even know what they are. Herodson has people like your father who can alter perception as well as memories; they are, after all, the heart of the T-R program. Your Monitors could be sleeper agents, programmed to carry out their mission and eliminate you only when they’ve been triggered. If this is the case, those triggers will include any sign that I’ve been in contact with you. Be very careful about who you share this letter with. Better yet, share it with no one. Burn it.
 
    
 
   I’m so sorry that you have to deal with the fallout from my decisions, but I’m not sorry that you’re still alive. The hope that we will meet again one day is one of the few things keeping me going. I love you both, so very much.
 
    
 
   Love,
 
   Mom
 
    
 
   There was a long moment of silence after Jason finished reading. It was Gabe who finally broke it. “Well, at least we know who one of these ‘Monitors’ is.”
 
   Jason, Zoe, and I all exchanged narrow-eyed glances with one another, not quite sure where Gabe was going with his proclamation.
 
   And then I understood. It was the very reason Becca had advised Dr. Wesley to include the information about procreation. “Oh crap.”
 
   “Sarah,” Jason said softly, setting the letter on the table. He looked at Zoe “Yours has got to be Sarah.”
 
   “But…she’s my friend,” Zoe said. “She wouldn’t hurt me, I know it.” Her hands clung to the edge of the table in a white-knuckled grip. “I mean, I know it.”
 
   I sighed and, shaking my head, pulled out a chair and sat heavily. “But if Sarah doesn’t even know it…”
 
   “So she’s a sleeper agent,” Gabe said. “It’s the only explanation.” He looked at Jason. “What do we do?”
 
   Jason placed his palms on the table. “We get Sarah alone and interrogate her.”
 
   “But she’s pregnant,” I said. “Whatever she’s done—or might do—it’s not the baby’s fault. We can’t hurt her.” I looked to Zoe, hoping for her support.
 
   She was biting the inside of her cheek, her gaze distant with thought. “I can get inside Sarah’s head, rummage around to find out the truth and, I don’t know”—she shrugged—“try to get rid of it or something?”
 
   “Deprogram her,” Jason said with a nod. “Good plan.”
 
   “And how precisely will we mentally interrogate and deprogram her without setting her off?” Gabe’s voice was calm, composed; it was his problem-solving-research-genius voice, which was awesome. Because we really needed a problem-solving research genius on our side at the moment.
 
   “Sedative?” I suggested. “One that won’t hurt the baby?”
 
   “I think Harper’s got some in his med kit,” Jason said. “But I don’t know how safe they’d be.”
 
   “There’s another option,” Gabe said, and all eyes focused on him. “My Ability seems to be expanding, and I might be able to force her into an unconscious state.”
 
   Jason straightened. “Define ‘might be able to.’”
 
   “Fine.” Gabe took a deep breath. “It’ll take a lot out of me, but I can definitely do it.”
 
   “Works for me.” Jason looked at me, and I nodded, as did Zoe when he shifted his questioning gaze to her. “Let’s do it.”
 
    
 
   ~~~~~
 
    
 
   “No matter how you look at it, that leaves Chris and Ky,” I said, glancing from Jason to Gabe and back. We were sitting in the living room of the farmhouse, staying out of Zoe’s way while she sifted through Sarah’s mind in one of the bedrooms. “Either of them could be your Monitor—”
 
   “—or it could’ve been Dalton,” Jason said. Dalton had died back in Bodega Bay, before we ever left for Colorado. He’d been with Jason from the beginning, making him the only other feasible candidate. We’d already eliminated Holly, Hunter, Cece, and all of the others who’d left the base with Jason as candidates to be Monitors because they’d chosen to go their own way, away from Jason. We agreed that a Monitor, sleeper or not, wouldn’t just give up on a mission like that. We were certain. Fairly certain.
 
   “So…do we do this all again?” Gabe nodded toward the kitchen.
 
   “It’s going to be a lot harder to pull something like this on one of them,” Jason said.
 
   I rubbed my eyes, then took a deep breath. “This might be crazy, but what if we don’t do anything? If they’re set to activate only if we mention your mom contacting you guys, then maybe we can just keep going as we are…”
 
   Jason leaned forward, his elbows on his knees, and rubbed the back of his neck. “It’ll be like playing hot potato with a live grenade.”
 
   “At least it would still have a pin in it,” I mumbled.
 
   All three of us looked up as Zoe appeared in the mouth of the hallway. She shook her head before dragging her feet across the carpet and plopping down on the floor beside me. She rested her head on my shoulder and yawned.
 
   “Anything?” Gabe asked.
 
   “Nope.” She yawned again. “Nothing but Sarah.”
 
   Gabe frowned. “Which means either she’s a blip and her DNA miraculously stabilized quickly enough for her to carry a child to term, or you can’t sense the sleeper part of her.”
 
   “I think we have to assume the latter,” Jason said. “We’d be fucking idiots not to.”
 
   Groaning, I rubbed my eyes. “So if we go with that—Zo can’t uncover the truth—then we can’t rely on her to weed out and unmask any other sleeper agents, either.”
 
   Gabe leaned back in his recliner, popping up the footrest. “We could trigger them on purpose, flush ’em out…”
 
   Jason shook his head in sync with me. “Too dangerous,” he said. “We can’t assume they’d immediately go berserk and rush us or anything like that. We have to remember that Chris and Ky are trained fighters with years of experience in combat tactics and strategies. Even if they were triggered, they’d wait…they’d have a plan, and we can’t bank on Zoe picking up on it. Especially with Sarah, because we don’t even know what her Ability is.”
 
   I leaned my cheek against the top of Zoe’s head. “So we wait. We keep going as we are, keep our mouths shut, and pretend everything’s normal.”
 
   Gabe and Zoe nodded.
 
   Jason met my eyes, everything about him weary, and nodded as well. “We wait.”
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   ZOE
 
   MAY 1, 1AE
 
   Fallon, Nevada
 
    
 
   The sun was just setting, filling the sky with the most vivid, ethereal waves of purple and orange I’d ever seen—an unexpected welcome to the mountain-rimmed patches of forest we would be trekking through for the next week or so. The awe-inspiring sunset was a tranquil ending to a tedious day of cart-driving and thinking, thinking and cart-driving, along Highway 50 through the high desert. We were a little less than a week outside of Tahoe, finally.
 
   Sitting beside the campfire, I watched Jason intently. I watched everyone more intently. For someone who always seemed to arrive to a party early—to know my companions’ secrets before everyone else—this time, I felt like I was the late arrival. Why couldn’t I sense the Monitors, sleeper agents or not? Why can’t I now? I could sense everything else, including Jason’s dejection as he sat on the other side of the fire, quietly lost and drowning in his own misery. I should have been miserable. But I wasn’t.
 
   I wondered if I should be grateful for not being able to remember my past, for not being in the same wretched state as Jason. But I wasn’t grateful; rather, the reminder that I was so far detached from what used to be my reality was disconcerting. Instead, all I could feel was gratitude for my mom’s timely intervention, that she’d stopped Clara before she could finish whatever else she’d been attempting to do to me. Without her interference, I most definitely wouldn’t be sitting around the fire with a beer in my hand, relaxing with my friends. Well, relaxing might not have been the right word, but I was alive and mostly intact, which was more than I could say for Clara.
 
   I took a swig of my beer.
 
   “That bad?” Sarah asked, plopping down into the camp chair beside mine. I tried not to let any hint of last night’s clandestine exploration of her brain show on my face. I hated that I’d been digging around her mind, and even more, I hated that, after finding nothing, I still couldn’t trust her.
 
   Sarah pointed to the bottle in my hand. “You keep making a”—she twisted her features into a grimace—“face.”
 
   I couldn’t help but laugh. “Oh, come on. I’m not that bad.”
 
   She started shaking her head before I could defend myself. “Zoe, trust me. That’s exactly what you looked like.”
 
   I held the bottle of beer out and studied it. She was right, I didn’t enjoy the taste, and I didn’t understand why everyone else did. “Even if it was cold, I don’t think I’d like it. I’m not sure how the guys drink this.”
 
   “It’s because we’re men,” Harper said, sauntering over. He had a cowboy hat on and a piece of straw between his lips, an ensemble he’d readily adopted during our travels through Utah and Nevada. He stopped beside me, waggled his eyebrows, and smiled. “’Evenin’, ladies.” He dipped his hat, and once again, I started laughing. This time, Sarah joined me.
 
   “Nice hat,” Sarah said with a snort. “Where’d you find that old thing?”
 
   “Old thing?” Harper’s hands thudded against his chest and he displayed mock offense. “This is vintage, ladies. Vintage. Do you know what that means?”
 
   “Yes,” Sarah said, snorting again before tossing her head back for a belly laugh. “It means it’s old, ugly, and was purposely left wherever you found it. Trust me, you should toss that thing into the fire.” She rested the paper plate holding her fourth helping of cornbread on the mound of her stomach.
 
   I studied Harper’s hat while he poked and prodded at the fire with a thick stick, still mulling the piece of straw between his lips as he listened to Sarah’s playful teasing. The hat was tan felt, with a wide rim and a tattered, navy blue band. I kind of liked it. Although I’d probably never wear it—it was a little hideous—I was perfectly content with him doing so.
 
   “Where did you get that thing, anyway?” I asked.
 
   “I scavenged it. My grandmother used to tell me I would’ve been a good cowboy. It must’ve been my chivalry and good looks.” As usual, his eyebrows danced. “Anyway, it was time for a changeup.”
 
   “I don’t see it…” I said, eyeing his dark, olive-colored skin and sable features. He seemed more islander, more exotic.
 
   Harper shrugged, but he was right, it was time for a bit of a changeup. Like everyone else, the long days of riding, of meeting other survivors every now and again, and of having to deal with unexpected injuries, were wearing on him.
 
   “What’s on your mind, Zoe?” Sarah asked. When I glanced at her, her eyebrows rose suggestively at me. “Jake again?”
 
   I smiled. “No, not this time.”
 
   “How are things going between the two of you? Are they getting any better?” She grunted as she leaned forward and tossed her paper plate into the fire.
 
   I nodded. “Yes, actually.”
 
   “Then what it is?” she asked, the playful lilt in her voice replaced with concern.
 
   Sarah’s eyes were imploring when I looked at her, and unwillingly, I wondered why she was so curious. Digging around inside her mind for a brief moment, I found no malicious intent, nothing that would indicate her as a Zoe-assassin, so I tried to forget about the pact I’d made with Dani, Jason, and Gabe the night before, about the letter from my mom.
 
   Leaning back in my chair, I opened myself up to my friend. “It’s more difficult than I thought.”
 
   Sarah’s brow furrowed. “Am I supposed to read minds as well as be pregnant with twins? Or are you going to help me out?”
 
   I straightened. “What? Twins? But—when...?”
 
   Sarah smiled. “Harper heard two heartbeats during my morning checkup.”
 
   I searched Sarah’s face for any indication of how she felt about the news…the huge news.
 
   “Don’t look at me like that, Zoe,” she said and shook her head. “I’m fine with it.”
 
   “Are you sure?”
 
   She heaved a sigh before leaning her head back. “I think I sort of expected it. I mean, there’s a lot of movement in here.” She pointed to her belly. “Plus, Harper’s been extremely attentive lately. I think he already suspected but wanted to be sure before he broke the news to me.”
 
   I saw a memory of her bursting into tears, completely despondent when she’d first received the news that she was pregnant.
 
   “Well, I’m happy for you. At least now they’ll have each other…being the first post-apocalyptic baby would be a lot of pressure.” I smiled, offering her what little jest I could in hopes it might make her smile in return.
 
   “Thanks, Zoe.” She nudged me with her elbow. “So tell me, what’s eating at you?”
 
   Mind still reeling from baby news, I shook my astonishment away and leaned back in my chair again. “Not that it’s nearly as exciting as having twins, but”—I stared out at the group of friends that surrounded me—“I’m starting to loath my Ability, I guess…trying to fit in, to be accepted. It’s all more difficult than I thought it would be.”
 
   “Really?” She let out a slow, even breath.
 
   Again, I nodded. My Ability was proving to be my biggest enemy, making it difficult to get closer to people because they still tended to avoid me, and it forced me to know things I didn’t want to know and to keep secrets I didn’t want to have to keep. It was ruining everything.
 
   “I’m just tired of being in people’s minds, that’s all. I wish I could control my feelers a bit better.” I watched her, waiting for a reaction. “I wish I didn’t have to carry so many secrets.”
 
   But Sarah sat there, oblivious, picking at the food crusted on the hem of her shirt. “Look at me,” she groaned. “I’m such a pregnant mess!” Her voice was nearly a hiss, and again, I fought the urge to laugh at her expense. “I’m sorry things are so hard, Zoe. I know there’s probably nothing I can do, but if there is, you’ll let me know, won’t you?”
 
   Offering her a quick nod and a grateful half-smile, I watched as she struggled to her feet.
 
   “I better go change, I’m exhausted.” She gathered my hair up off of my neck, then gave it a gentle, playful tug. “Nighty-night, Zoe. See you in the morning.”
 
   “’Night,” I said, and I watched her waddle away. Sarah was so uncomplicated, or at least she seemed that way. She spent most of her time thinking about Biggs and babies and sleep and food.
 
   Jason, on the other hand, wasn’t. His mind was toxic most of the time, a reservoir of overflowing, dangerous emotions that would eventually suffocate him. Among his outrage and disbelief at what our mom had done was his constant concern for Dani. Over the past month, I’d learned a lot of things about my brother—he kept his emotions hidden, had a foul mouth, and was beyond stubborn most of the time—but stupidity wasn’t one of those things. He knew something wasn’t right with Dani, and although his guarded expression gave nothing away, I could feel his disquiet regarding her, as messy and convoluted as his emotions were.
 
   Dani was trying to get better, I knew that much. What she’d seen the night we were all attacked by wild drifters and her conversation with Ralph had spurred her toward trying to take better care of herself, trying to overcome her drifting problem…trying. But she was failing, and that was why I needed to tell Jason. He needed to know what the hell was going on with her, and she needed him if she was going to get any better.
 
   Setting aside my nearly full beer, I walked around the fire toward Jason, Sanchez, and Biggs, hoping Dani wouldn’t decide to return from her walk with Mase, Camille, and Carlos until after our conversation ended. I wanted to avoid getting caught in the act of tattling, because no matter how necessary I tried to tell myself it was to get Jason involved, I still felt like I was betraying her.
 
   Jason’s body tensed as I approached, his gaze questioning.
 
   “Hey,” I said and cleared my throat, readying myself to say what I knew I should but feared Dani might hate me for forever. “Can I talk to you for a minute?”
 
   Jason frowned minutely. “Is this about…?” He gave me a meaningful look. “Did you discover something?”
 
   Glancing from Sanchez to Biggs and back to Jason, I shook my head. “It’s sort of personal…” I hoped that would squelch any formulating questions from our audience.
 
   Taking a deep breath, he searched my face. Whatever he found must have convinced him that what I wanted to talk about was important, because he nodded once, slowly, and stood. “Alright. Where to?”
 
   Without another word, I walked away from the fire, away from prying ears and distracting chatter, toward a shack that temporarily housed our things. Jason’s footsteps were heavy and methodical behind me, but stopped as I slowed in front of the shack and turned to face him.
 
   “It’s about Dani,” I said. “I didn’t want the others to know…she’s going to be upset that I’ve told you as it is.”
 
   Jason’s jaw clenched, and I could feel the concern rolling off him in waves.
 
   Biting the inside of my cheek, I considered my words carefully. “I know things have been beyond crazy lately, but I also know you’ve been worried about her—”
 
   “You saw how she reacted the night of the drifters—of course I’ve been worried.”
 
   With a curt nod, I said, “Right, but it’s more than that, Jason.”
 
   “She’s having a hard time dealing with all the loss…” He shrugged one shoulder, clearly trying to seem less concerned than he was. “I think she’s just been through a lot and needs some time to work through it.” I felt a spike of defensiveness come from him.
 
   I shook my head slightly and tried not to sound too sympathetic as I explained, knowing he wouldn’t appreciate it. “She can’t stop drifting. It’s become an addiction for her, something her body seems to want, even if she doesn’t. But once she saw what happened to Scott and the other drifter in that band of wild men…let’s just say it doesn’t matter how badly she wants to stop, she’s not in control of it when she’s sleeping. She can’t fight it on her own.” I paused, allowing myself to breathe and letting Jason absorb the truth.
 
   “Why—” He shook his head, both understanding and denial battling within him. “Why didn’t she tell me?” His composure cracked, making his voice hoarse.
 
   I felt like I should comfort him, but I didn’t dare. “She’s embarrassed, Jason. She hasn’t told anyone. I’m the only one who knows anything about it at all—and not because she’s confided in me.” I peered into his troubled blue eyes. They were almost glowing in the moonlight. “I know Dani needs you.”
 
   Jason took a long, deep breath and then another. “Yeah, okay. Just tell me what to do.” From the desperate plea in his eyes, I could tell that he would do anything to help Dani.
 
   “You can null her, like you did with me. You can make it so she can’t use her Ability at all, right?”
 
   Jason began pacing, running a hand through his hair. “Yeah, I can null her.”
 
   “Okay, so I’ll go find her, then? Bring her back here so we can talk to her together?”
 
   He shook his head. “No,” he said. “I’ll go.” He started striding back toward the carts.
 
   “I think she’s by—” I started to say.
 
   “I know where she is,” he said over his shoulder. “Meet me in the shack.”
 
   Ten minutes later, I was leaning against a stack of Rubbermaid tubs of food and cooking utensils when Jason and Dani entered through the open doorway. Dani seemed more than a little surprised to find me waiting inside.
 
   Pausing in the doorway, she looked at me, her eyebrows drawn together. “Did you figure out who the Monit—”
 
   “No, Dani,” I said. “This isn’t about that.”
 
   After a brief moment, shock and betrayal played on Dani’s exhausted features, and my guilt thickened. I felt like I was a horrible friend. She needs our help, I reminded myself.
 
   Jason tried to pull her further inside, but she dug in her heels, glaring at him and me in turn, suspicion emanating from her. “What is this?”
 
   “We came up with a plan…a plan to help you stop drifting,” I said.
 
   Her eyes flicked up to mine, little more than narrow slits of emerald, and she pulled her hand free from Jason’s grasp.
 
   I cleared my throat, trying to ignore the hurt and anger and shame radiating off of her. “I couldn’t not tell him, Dani. I’m sorry.”
 
   “So this is—what?” Again, she took the time to glare at each of us. “An intervention?” She laughed, harshly at first, though it quickly became high-pitched and despondent. “It won’t help. Nothing will.”
 
   Jason reclaimed her hand. “Red…”
 
   “No!” Dani shook her head rapidly and shoved him, or tried to shove him. “You don’t get it. I’m trying. I can’t make it stop!”
 
   “We know, Dani,” I rasped, stunned by the feral sound that had emanated from her. Her desperation and fear brought tears to my eyes. “Jason…” I looked to him, unable to speak.
 
   He stepped forward and took hold of her upper arms. “I’ll null you for a while, help keep your mind with you instead of drifting.”
 
   She stared at him, her eyes wide. “You—you’re sure you should do that? What about everyone else? What if they can’t use their Abilities—”
 
   “We’ll make it work, Red. I’m stronger now, I can control it more. I’ll make it work…”
 
   Without warning, she flung herself at Jason, clinging to him as her body shook. She was crying, but all I could feel coming from her was a sense of overwhelming relief.
 
    
 
   ~~~~~
 
    
 
   Lying in my sleeping bag that night, warm and cozy beside Jake, I stared up at the stars through the netted top of our tent, succumbing to every thought that filtered into my head. My mind failed to do what my body so desperately wanted—to rest.
 
   If I wasn’t thinking about my secret electrotherapy sessions with Gabe and Carlos and the dwindling hope that my memory would return, I was thinking about what had happened with Dani a couple hours earlier. Or I was thinking about my mom and the danger we were all in, or about Jason’s anguish and Sanchez’s and Carlos’s and Camille’s traumatizing pasts. I didn’t want to be the one who knew so many disturbing secrets, but I had to keep quiet because they weren’t my secrets to tell, they weren’t my problems to fix. At the moment, I just wanted my Ability to go away.
 
   With an audible exhale, Jake rolled over to face me.
 
   I looked at him, finding his shadowed eyes in the inky darkness.
 
   “What’s wrong?” he asked quietly, his hand clasping both of mine, which were folded on my chest. “Are you worried about Dani?”
 
   I turned onto my side to face him completely. I could’ve lied, I could’ve told him that I just couldn’t sleep. After all, he would never know what I was really thinking. But I didn’t want to pretend nothing was bothering me anymore. “I’m thinking about secrets, actually, and how much I hate them.”
 
   “Secrets?” He said it with a hint of intrigue.
 
   “Not the good kind,” I clarified.
 
   Jake was quiet for a moment. Over the last few nights, we’d been slowly slipping into a routine that was familiar to him, but was strange to me, and, at times, awkward for both of us. Although he was happy enough being with me, I knew it wasn’t the same for him. Still, he tried, and he did love the new me in his own way, which was as much as I could’ve hoped for.
 
   “I know things about people, too many things,” I whispered, not wanting to think about me a moment longer. I wanted to get the corrosive thoughts out of my head…I needed to get them out in the open.
 
   Jake was quiet.
 
   “Dani’s losing herself to drifting. Jason’s going to try to help her overcome it, but…” I listened to Jake’s deep, even breaths before I continued, hoping that airing out the haunting thoughts in my mind would make me feel better, lighter. “Dani’s contact at the Colony, the woman who saved me back at Colorado Springs, is my mom. She created the Virus, and that night you found me in the house, she’d left me with a letter for Jason and me.” I balled my pillow up underneath my head, wanting to be at eye level with Jake. “She has another family now…she says we’re in danger, that some of the people we trust might try to hurt us…”
 
   I knew I shouldn’t be telling him any of it—these were dangerous secrets, private, powerful secrets, and the more people who knew them, the more danger Jason and I were in—but simply voicing them made it easier to breathe, like my lungs could finally expand fully and the tension in my mind could ease.
 
   “Please don’t tell anyone.”
 
   Jake squeezed my hands and wrapped his arm around my back, pulling me closer to him. “I won’t,” he promised. I entwined my legs with his, feeling more solace lying in his arms than I’d ever felt before. “But if you’re in danger—”
 
   “There’s nothing you can do. There’s nothing any of us can do. We just have to pretend we don’t know.”
 
   “But, Zoe…”
 
   “I’ve got my feelers out, and Jason and Dani and Gabe are on the lookout, too. I’ll be fine.”
 
   Although I could sense Jake’s extreme dissatisfaction, could feel the tension it caused in his body, he left the topic alone, his touch soothing me despite his internal struggle.
 
   “I’m sorry,” I whispered. “I shouldn’t have told you. There’s nothing you can do about it, and it’s not your burden to bear.”
 
   “Shhh,” he murmured. “I’m glad you told me. I just wish I could do something to help…”
 
   After an hour of us lying there silently, Jake comforting me, my mind finally relented, and I drifted to sleep. My dreams were a patchwork of nonsensical images—images of Becca surrounded by an army of Re-gens mixed with images of Dani and Jason, and of Jake and me, the other me…
 
    
 
   In a barn filled with morning sunlight streaming in through cobwebbed and broken windows, Jake and I lay on a bed of sleeping bags, laughing uncontrollably. I wriggled in his arms, trying to get away from his relentless tickling. His baritone laugh and my squealing were an ear-piercing chorus, but I savored the sound nonetheless. Our combined laughter resonated painfully deep.
 
   “Seriously, Jake, stop! I’m going to pee my pants!” I pulled at his arms, trying to pry them from my body, but he tightened his hold and buried his face into the crook of my neck.
 
   “You’re mine today…all day,” he said, his voice held a hint of promise, and my insides warmed. I ceased my wiggling and looked over my shoulder at him. Jake’s amber eyes were gleaming. Keeping his eyes on mine, he smiled and placed a kiss on my shoulder. His hold on me loosened, and I rolled over to face him.
 
   He grinned wolfishly, melting my heart.
 
   “You’re a bad influence,” I said as casually as possible. “Who will do my chores if I stay in here with you?”
 
   Jake shrugged. “You can say I held you hostage.”
 
   “Oh, I kinda like that idea,” I said and sat up. Slowly, I pulled off my t-shirt to expose my bare chest and flung my shirt into the corner of the barn. “But what if we change it up a bit?” I pushed him onto his back and crawled up on top of him.
 
   “Yeah?” he asked. “How so?” His eyes danced with a combination of desire and amusement.
 
   “What if it’s me who won’t let you leave? I’d be the captor, you the victim.”
 
   Jake chuckled. “I don’t think that’s very realistic…sorry.”
 
   I tilted my head, ignoring his taunt. “Are you sure I’m so innocent? Black widows—”
 
   “I never said you were innocent,” Jake clarified, sitting up and rolling me over onto my back. “You definitely aren’t innocent.” He pulled me beneath him, his strong legs entangling with mine, holding me in place while his gaze trailed from my mouth to my chest and over my exposed breasts. A salacious grin spread over his lips. “But I’m definitely the captor.”
 
   I laughed eagerly this time, impatient to feel his lips on mine, to feel his body pressed against me.
 
   Equally impatient, he lowered his mouth to mine, one hand knotting in my hair while the other slid down the length of my body to squeeze my thigh.
 
   He groaned in wanting.
 
    
 
   My eyes fluttered open. The tent was still encased in darkness. That hadn’t been my dream; it had belonged to Jake. He’d been dreaming of her.
 
   He groaned beside my ear, and my blood heated to near boiling. I’d never been so aroused. Dreaming about him on my own was one thing, but sharing a dream was another matter entirely. I wanted to feel adored and loved and coveted like that Zoe. I wanted to feel his hands on my body and his lips devouring me.
 
   Hearing him groan again was too much. Feeling what he was feeling as he dreamed about me was too much. I couldn’t ignore it, not this time. I wanted to reclaim something of my old self.
 
   Rolling over to face him, I tried to gather the courage to wake him up, to do something—anything—that would satisfy the emergent, burning need inside me. I trusted Jake more than I trusted anyone, so why hadn’t I given him this? Why hadn’t I given it to myself?
 
   “Jake,” I said quietly, not wanting to frighten him awake. I perched on my elbow, watching him closely. “Jake.”
 
   He didn’t stir.
 
   I tried again, this time leaning closer. “Jake, wake up.”
 
   When he still didn’t, I swallowed my apprehension and did what I thought she would’ve done. I leaned down and brushed a kiss across his lips, hoping that would wake him. It was both petrifying and enlivening. While part of me feared he would reject my advances, another part of me felt a thrill of excitement that he wouldn’t. The possibility of acceptance outweighed my hesitation, and I kissed him again, this time letting my tongue sample the curve of his soft lips. It was a kiss that felt different than others we’d shared; it was sneaky and felt dangerous, but I liked it.
 
   Finally, Jake stirred. His lingering desire quickly gave way to confusion and then to a hazy curiosity.
 
   His curiosity was reassurance enough for me. I leaned in further and kissed him again, more fervently, and this time, he kissed me back. His lips were soft and warm, and the whiskers around them tickled my mouth as I leaned deeper into him, as I kissed him harder…more desperately.
 
   In the darkness, with my eyes flitting open and my heartbeat pounding in my ears, I felt one of Jake’s hands cup the side of my face. He exuded the barest amount of pressure as he gently pulled away. The soft pad of his thumb rubbed my cheek, a tender, asking gesture, before he leaned in and rested his forehead against mine, letting out a steadying breath.
 
   Not wanting to give him enough time to push me away, I pressed my mouth to his again, seeking out his tongue with my own. He needed to know that this was what I wanted—that he was what I wanted.
 
   Placing my hand against his chest, I let his growing lust fuel my own. The desire to feel his hard, naked chest beneath my fingertips flooded my thoughts, and I reached for the hem of his t-shirt.
 
   Understanding what I wanted, Jake sat up, pulling his shirt off over his head and tossing it out of the way. His sudden haste was intimidating, and I hedged as he leaned into me. Despite the fantasy I wanted to play out for him, the dream that was still so vivid in both of our minds, I couldn’t bring myself to do it. I felt inadequate, and as much as I yearned to feel him inside me, I was petrified.
 
   Slowly, Jake reached forward, tucking my hair behind one ear. His tenderness was an unspoken promise that he understood my fears, that he would be gentle. With another world-altering kiss that left me feeling lightheaded, I nearly melted into an aroused, malleable heap in his arms.
 
   Guiding me down onto my back, Jake lowered himself onto his elbow and leaned over me, covering part of my fully clothed body with his. His fingers trailed around the outline of my face, his lips brushing against mine before he kissed the tip of my nose and the sensitive skin beneath my ear, each offering putting my nerves at ease and sending my heart soaring.
 
   I tilted my head, giving him access to more skin, while my hands explored the planes of his chest—the soft skin and corded muscle—soliciting a delicious, aching feeling I never wanted to forget…that I never wanted to go away.
 
   I let everything Jake was feeling drive my instincts. When his breathing quickened, so did mine, and my heart pounded so loudly I was certain he could hear it. When he pressed his hips against me, I pulled him closer. When he groaned, I tightened my grip on him. When he removed my clothes, running his rough hands over my stomach and breasts, immortalizing my body, I did the same with him.
 
   I memorized the feel of the muscles spanning over his shoulders and back. Every single touch was euphoric, every hot puff of breath against my skin devastating. And every quiver of his body sent ripples of exhilaration through mine.
 
   I inhaled the alluring smell of him. I tasted him. I finally, truly felt him.
 
   Just as he’d silently promised, Jake made love to me like it was our first time—like I was the virginal novice I felt like. His touch was tender, but skilled and greedy, his movements slow, but impassioned.
 
   And when we were through, when I could no longer think and our bodies trembled with fatigue and satisfaction and we lay in each other’s arms, I tried to ignore his emotions. I wanted to bask in my own euphoria, get lost in my own thoughts, and replay every moment of what we’d just done, but that was impossible. Jake’s emotions were amplified and raw.
 
   Although he wrapped his arms around me, nuzzling the inside of my neck, I couldn’t help the burn I felt as, inside him, his contentment warred against an insatiable longing for someone else, for someone I could never be.
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   DANI
 
   MAY 1, 1AE
 
   Fallon, Nevada
 
    
 
   “You’re mad at me,” I said as I pulled off my jeans, exchanging them for black leggings.
 
   Jason was kneeling in the corner of the tent, his back to me as he rummaged through his pack. He didn’t say anything, didn’t confirm or deny my statement, but his shoulders stiffened, and his back straightened.
 
   “Because I hid my—my problem from you?” I unclasped my bra and slipped it off without removing my t-shirt.
 
   Jason exhaled heavily. “You should have told me.” He’d said those exact words to me once before, when we’d finally reunited in Bodega Bay after I received Cece’s death threat and fled with Jack and Wings.
 
    
 
   He faced me, the emotionless statue I’d come to know so well. “You should have told me about the note when you first read it. We could have figured it out together.”
 
   “I know.” The realization may have come slowly, but I knew that whatever happened, whatever threat loomed ahead, Jason and I would face it together. He needed to know that I believed in him…depended on him…trusted him. “I’m so sorry, Jason. I won’t leave you again.”
 
    
 
   Though barely four months had passed, it felt like that conversation—that first kiss—happened four lifetimes ago.
 
   “You should have told me.”
 
   Once again, I’d let him down…I’d failed to confide in him.
 
   I could think of hundreds of responses: You’re right, I know. I should have told you. I’m so sorry. I don’t know why I didn’t tell you. But they all felt hollow. Jason deserved better, so I said nothing. I simply stared at his back, at the way the fabric of his t-shirt strained against his broad shoulders with each inhale.
 
   He exhaled loudly. “Why do you hide things like that? What are you so afraid of?” After a moment, he turned on his knees and sat back on his heels. Staring at me, he shook his head. “If you don’t trust me, maybe we shouldn’t be—”
 
   Eyes wide with horror at what he was suggesting, I lunged toward him, dropping to my knees in front of him. “Shut up!” I covered his mouth with my hand. “Just shut up.”
 
   He tensed, but he didn’t pull away.
 
   It took me a few heartbeats to collect my thoughts. “I love you, Jason, and I trust you, more than anyone else. It’s just—” I pressed my lips together and shook my head. “This drifting thing…it’s embarrassing. It’s always embarrassing, these stupid predicaments I get myself into, and, I don’t know, I thought if you found out I was a drifting junkie, you’d finally realize that I’m more trouble than I’m worth…that being with me’s just not worth all the effort it takes to actually be with me.” Ashamed, I looked away.
 
   Reaching up, Jason gently curled his fingers around my wrist and pulled my hand away from his mouth. “Red—” He placed his hands on either side of my face and turned my head, forcing me to look at him. “Dani, I love you. Whatever problems you’re having, you can tell me, and it won’t change that.”
 
   I bit my lip.
 
   He blinked, dropped his hands, and pulled back. “You don’t believe me.”
 
   “What?” I asked, my eyes widening. He was right, sort of; part of me didn’t want to believe that he loved me, because I knew how he felt about love, especially after having a front-row view of the tragedy that was his family. To Jason, love was a weapon; it was the single most powerful way to destroy a person—or worse, to control them.
 
   Jason frowned. “You’re afraid…?”
 
   “How could you possibly know that?” I whispered.
 
   He opened his mouth, then closed it again and shook his head. “I don’t know; I just do. Are you afraid of me?”
 
   “No,” I said. “I’m afraid for you. I’m afraid that loving me will kill you.”
 
   “That’s ironic.” He smiled wryly, coaxing a timid smile from my own lips. “I’ve never felt more alive.”
 
   I slapped his chest, laughing softly. “I’m serious, Jason.” My eyebrows drew together. “Promise me—promise that if something happens to me, if nulling me while I sleep doesn’t work and I become as bad as Scott, or if something else happens to me, you won’t end up like your dad. You’ll keep on living…really living.”
 
   Jason’s teasing expression sobered, and his eyes pulled me in like cerulean quicksand. “Only if you promise me the same in return.”
 
   I bit my lip again and nodded.
 
   “Deal,” Jason said as he leaned in. He claimed my lips in the gentlest, most tender kiss. It was sweet and delicate, and I wanted so much more…until he pulled away and said, “Are you ready?”
 
   I sighed, my shoulders drooping. “What if it doesn’t work and you have to null me while I sleep…forever?”
 
   He smiled, and his eyes consumed me. “I don’t think I’d mind that.”
 
   I couldn’t help but return his smile. He’d just said he was willing to remain by my side, being my tether to humanity, for the rest of his life. I sighed as I reached for my sleeping bag. I unrolled it, and Jason did the same with his, arranging it right beside mine. And for the first time in over a month, he zipped our sleeping bags together.
 
   I slipped into my side of the joined sleeping bags and sighed in pleasure. By the time my head touched my camp pillow, my eyes were already closing.
 
   Still kneeling, Jason moved onto his sleeping bag, taking up a position with his knees flush against my hips. “I miss those sounds.” He brushed a stray curl away from my face, and I opened my eyes just enough to catch a glimpse of his gentle smile. “Do you have any idea how badly I want to be with you…to feel you?” He groaned, a rough noise deep in his chest. “But I can’t give in, not until we’re somewhere safe for good.”
 
   Oh, right…because if he unintentionally nulled everyone, we’d all be in danger for who knew how long. I blinked up at him groggily. “Until we’re safe,” I mumbled.
 
   “Yeah, until we’re safe. Sleep well, Red.” I felt Jason’s lips brush against my forehead, felt his fingertips trail down my cheek, and then sleep claimed me.
 
    
 
   ~~~~~
 
    
 
   I blinked awake to the first rays of morning sunshine glowing through the green nylon of my tent, feeling both sleepy and rested. Groaning, I stretched in my sleeping bag, then turned onto my side. Jason was, of course, already awake. After all, the sun had already started to rise.
 
   He smiled lazily. “’Morning.” Raising a hand to my face, he brushed the backs of his fingers down my cheek and along the line of my jaw. “You look better. How do you feel?”
 
   I frowned, taking quick assessment of myself, starting at my toes and working my way up. “Better. Not awesome, but better,” I said through another yawn.
 
   Jason laughed. “I think you just said ‘better.’”
 
   I smiled sheepishly, but it contained genuine happiness…because it had worked. Jason had nulled me all night, and I’d slept and dreamed and remained in my own body the entire time.
 
    
 
   ~~~~~
 
    
 
   Five mornings later, I woke to the feeling of Jason’s body pressed against the back of mine, to the tickle of his fingertips drawing lazy designs around my belly button. Giggling, I squirmed into him, and heard his answering chuckle.
 
   His hand started moving lower, and I tensed, grabbing his wrist and moving his hand back up a few inches. “Jason…”
 
   “Red…” The desire contained within that single syllable, the sheer force of need, almost made me release his hand.
 
   “No, Jason.” I moved his hand higher, snuggling it against my chest. “No. It’s too dangerous. You said so yourself…over and over and over…”
 
   Jason groaned and held me more tightly against him. “Right now, I really don’t give a fuck.”
 
   My heart skipped a beat or three. “Yes you do.” I held my breath for a few seconds, then said, “Maybe I should start sharing a tent with Zo…at least until this is no longer such a, um, painful issue…”
 
   “If you tried that, I’d throw you over my shoulder and bring you right back here,” he whispered near my ear.
 
   Craning my neck, I stared into those intense eyes, as clear and blue and luminous as any tropical sea, blinked several times, then burst into laughter. “You are such a caveman sometimes, you know that?”
 
   He watched me, amusement making his eyes dance and his lips curve upward. “You make me crazy.”
 
   I grinned like the cat who caught the canary, leaned in for a quick kiss, then sat up and stretched my arms over my head. “Good,” I said with a nod. “My life’s work is complete.” With one final stretch, I pushed my sleeping bag down and out of the way and crawled to my folded pile of semi-fresh clothes. I exchanged my leggings and t-shirt for a sports bra, black tank top, long-sleeved shirt, and somewhat faded jeans, then headed for the tent door to slip on my boots before heading out.
 
   “You’re in a hurry,” Jason said as he finally emerged from our sleeping bags.
 
   I paused with my fingers pinching the zipper and shrugged. “I’m excited to get moving.” It was a big day, a milestone day, and we couldn’t afford to waste time.
 
   Today, if everything worked out, we would reach Lake Tahoe. If everything worked out, we would meet up with Holly and Hunter, our two companions who’d remained behind with the liberated cult followers the last time we’d passed through, enjoy several days of rest and recuperation, then continue on our way.
 
   The coast, Bodega Bay—my hometown—was mere weeks away, and it felt so close that I could almost reach out and touch it. Tahoe was one step closer to home, and I wanted to be there, now.
 
    
 
   ~~~~~
 
    
 
   I stared at the white letters carved into a rustic sign on the left side of the highway as Wings and the other lead horses clopped past it: TAHOE WOLF AND WOLFDOG RESCUE. A long cinder-block building, a small barn, and several sheds stood on the land beyond it, with various fenced-in areas and cages arrayed around, between, and behind them. It looked like a miniature ranch, set in the most beautiful, wooded setting, and that wasn’t even accounting for the view.
 
   We were traveling south on Highway 50, along the east shore of Lake Tahoe, and a faint breeze was making the lake’s surface glitter like an enormous cache of sapphires, diamonds, and blue topaz. The rescue, located on the opposite side of the highway, had one hell of a view. I laughed softly, my lips curving into a closed-mouth smile. Lucky dogs…
 
   “Find some new friends?” Carlos asked, and when I glanced his way, I found his eyes studying the small cluster of buildings.
 
   I shook my head. “They’re gone.”
 
   “Dead?”
 
   “Dunno.” I looked away from the rescue center, focusing on the road ahead and my sense of the animal minds around me. I had dozens of open telepathic connections, and keeping myself from drifting to each and every one of those creatures’ minds took more effort and concentration than it used to take. “I hope not.” I shrugged. “They’re intelligent enough that they could’ve found a way out…I think.”
 
   “Hmmm…” Carlos steered Arrow further away from Wings, scanning the alpine forest on either side of the road.
 
   “Careful, now,” I said to Wings. “I’m going to be a little distracted for a minute or two.”
 
   “Take good care of you,” she said, her mental voice smooth and reassuring.
 
   I ran my hand down the side of her neck, feeling the gentle flexing of her immensely powerful muscles with each step. “Thank you, Pretty Girl.”
 
   She whinnied and raised her head, purposefully becoming more attentive to our surroundings.
 
   Closing my eyes, I extended the radius of my Ability beyond the mile or so I’d been maintaining. Thousands upon thousands of minds flooded my awareness, and I noticed a less dense spot a little over a mile south of us. I assumed that was Zephyr Cove, where, as Gabe had discovered one night while scouting the dreaming minds, Holly, Hunter, and the formerly mind-controlled cultists had relocated.
 
   I narrowed my focus, searching only for the minds with the distinctive canine feel that belonged to the Canidae family of animals. Dogs, formerly domestic creatures forced to fend for themselves once their owners passed away, were the vast majority of what I sensed, but there were also a fair number of coyotes and foxes. I didn’t actually notice the wolves at first because their minds were clustered with those of some of the dogs, forming an unusual pack, both in terms of its mixed-species makeup and its large size. There had to be at least a dozen wolves and even more dogs.
 
   And there was something else…another mind that felt at the same time hauntingly familiar and utterly unique. Like Ralph, I thought. And Scott and the other drifters.
 
   It’s another one of us. The realization sent a thrill of fear-laced excitement racing through me. I wasn’t sure why, but I’d felt a kinship to Ralph that I hadn’t noticed until I was away from him. I’d chalked it up to him being able to understand me unlike any of my survivor companions, even Jason, but now I was starting to wonder if it was something more.
 
   Was it possible that the gene therapy changed our DNA more than Dr. Wesley had intended? Had she unknowingly given rise to dozens of new subspecies? Instead of all of us making up one Homo sapiens sapiens group, had we been broken into Homo sapiens telepathicus, Homo sapiens regenerativus, and Homo sapiens psycho-mind-control-megalomaniacus?
 
   Whatever the cause, I felt drawn to this new mind.
 
   Opening my eyes, I looked around. Carlos appeared to be the only person who’d noticed my momentary lapse of attention. He watched me, curiosity and something else shining in his eyes. When he noticed me looking at him, he smiled uncomfortably, then returned his attention to the pines surrounding us.
 
   At first, I thought his behavior was odd, but then I remembered that while I was excited by the prospect of seeing people I’d once called companions, if not friends, Carlos would be reuniting with people who’d been around him during the worst month of his life.
 
   Fifteen, maybe twenty minutes later, we were guiding the horses off the highway and into the parking lot of an old lake lodge. The long, three-story building had been painted a dark brownish red with forest-green trim, and an enormous stone chimney ran up along the exterior of the north side. And standing in an uneven column on the porch spanning the entire front of the lodge were more people than I’d seen in one place since leaving the Colony. Holly and Hunter stood foremost, waving and grinning like little kids.
 
   Any eagerness I’d been feeling had faded, or possibly had just been overshadowed by my desire to search for the drifter whose mind I’d sensed among the dogs and wolves. As Jason and the others dismounted and crawled down from their perches on the wagon and cart benches, I remained in my saddle. My attention kept returning to the expanse of pines stretching out on the east side of the highway. Somewhere in there…whoever I was sensing was somewhere in there.
 
   “Jason,” I called.
 
   Halfway to the lodge, he stopped and glanced at me over his shoulder.
 
   “I’m going to get the horses situated in that stable up the road,” I said, nodding back the way we’d come. “I’ll meet back up with the rest of you in a bit.”
 
   Jason frowned, glancing at the cart and wagon. “What about the teams?”
 
   “We’ll get them unhooked and bring them up,” Zoe said, looking first at Sam, who was standing next to her, then at Carlos, who was holding his horse’s reins just a yard or two away from Wings and me. “Right, guys?”
 
   When both Carlos and Sam nodded, I smiled at Jason. “See. All taken care of.” I asked Wings to turn and head back up the road, then looped in the rest of the horses and requested that they follow us. I looked back at Jason. “I’ll have the whole herd around me. That’s about as safe as it gets, and I’ll come back in a bit…after all the hubbub has died down.” I made a shooing motion and laughed softly. “Go—talk to Holly and Hunter, see what their plans are. I’ll be fine.”
 
   “Okay…”
 
   With one last reassuring smile, I faced forward, and Wings started clip-clopping back up the highway. We reached the stable without trouble, the herd fanning out behind us.
 
   Thanks to Harper having removed my cast and given my no-longer-broken arm the okay a few days ago, I was finally able to really use both of my hands again. I unsaddled first Wings, then Jason’s unnamed horse. It was when I was sliding Arrow’s saddle off his back that I felt it; the mind was drawing nearer. Whoever it was had sensed me.
 
   Smiling at the fact that now I wouldn’t have to go hunt the person down, I sent out a tentative greeting.
 
   “Friend?” The mental voice that responded was tiny and high-pitched and very clearly belonged to a child.
 
   A kid? It’s a kid? If the mind really belonged to a child, and the little kid was out here all alone with only the animals to help it survive…
 
   “Yes, of course I’m a friend!” I started walking toward the woods beside the stable, where I could feel the young drifter’s mind. “I’m Dani. What’s your name?”
 
   “Annie.” A distinctly childlike giggle came from further in the trees, and I was extremely grateful that the ground had little cover, because I hardly paid any attention to where I was placing my feet as I picked up my pace. “Dani and Annie.” I heard the giggle again, closer this time.
 
   “I’m here,” I called out. Going by her mind’s signature, the little girl—Annie—was just up ahead, and some of the canines who’d been around her when I’d first sensed her were scattered throughout the woods around us both.
 
   Most greeted me warmly in my mind, but it was the pack’s alpha female who showed herself first, slinking between the trees as she approached. She had a snowy white coat, and blue eyes that were so pale they almost appeared silver. Those eyes never left mine.
 
   “I’m honored to meet you,” I told her, making a point not to lower my eyes. She was testing me, and I wasn’t about to fail. Among her kind, this wolf held as much power as was possible.
 
   She stopped a few yards in front of me and, after several more seconds of intense staring, sat. “You take young two-legs?”
 
   “I—I don’t know.”
 
   She half-stood, then settled back down. “You must take young two-legs. Be mother to young two-legs. Cannot survive here. Cold too dangerous in time of longer night. Nearly lost young two-legs.”
 
   Did that mean that the kid had been out here, alone for all intents and purposes, for most of the winter? Had she been out here since the beginning?
 
   “Yes,” I told the wolf without thinking. “Of course, yes.” Remotely, I wondered what the hell I’d just agreed to.
 
   “I am pleased,” the wolf said, then stood, turned, and trotted back through the trees.
 
   As she left, a tiny girl wearing the dirtiest clothing I’d ever seen on a child ran past her, directly toward me. She was laughing as she ran…until an even dirtier person lurched through the woods behind her. It was a woman—a young woman, I thought…maybe—and her adult legs carried her toward me faster than Annie’s could.
 
   I was so stunned that I didn’t register her as a threat until it was too late for me to draw a weapon.
 
   She lunged at me, her dark hair a tangled halo, her face covered in a layer of dirt so thick it almost qualified as a mud mask, and her tattered jeans and sweatshirt barely recognizable for what they were. And she reeked, almost as badly as some of the dead bodies I’d come across, which was really saying something.
 
   “You can’t have her,” she shrieked mid-leap.
 
   She hit me hard, taking us both down to the ground, and proved to be surprisingly strong for a woman who appeared to have spent the past few months living in the woods like an animal. I was just lucky that she was about my size. Had she been any bigger, I’d have been at a severe disadvantage.
 
   “You can’t take her away from me! You can’t have her!” There was no doubt in my mind that she was a Crazy.
 
   Annie was wailing like a banshee, but at least the sound told me she’d halted far enough away that neither of us would accidently kick her while we grappled on the ground.
 
   “Would it hurt you…to brush…your teeth?” I grunted as I wrestled with the Crazy. Her breath was horrendous.
 
   Rolling us both, I managed to get the insane woman beneath me and yank my knife from my boot sheath before she could overpower me. I held the knife to her throat and—
 
   “Dani! No!” Carlos shouted from behind me.
 
   The crazed woman and I both froze, the edge of my knife’s blade just beginning to slice into the Crazy’s flesh. My chest heaved as I sucked in air. “What?”
 
   “Don’t hurt her,” Carlos said. He skidded to his knees beside us, pushing my knife hand away from the woman’s neck.
 
   I stared at him, dumbfounded. “Why the hell not?”
 
   He glanced down at the filthy woman, seeming to be at a loss for words.
 
   She stared up at him, and recognition shone in her unstable gaze. She started cackling maniacally. “Mom! Jesse! Did you see?” She tilted her head back, looking at empty space. “Carlos came back!” She giggled, the sound soon turning into a full-blown laugh, and she flashed the grimiest teeth I’d ever seen.
 
   I had to turn my head away to keep from gagging from the stench of her breath. “Carlos…?”
 
   The young woman’s laugh cut off abruptly. “You can’t have him! He’s my brother! Mine!”
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   ZOE
 
   MAY 7, 1AE
 
   Lake Tahoe, Nevada
 
    
 
   When Gabe left me a note to meet him down by the lake at lunchtime, I knew he had either great news or terrible news. Since he’d asked me to meet him in private, I assumed it had something to do with my electrotherapy sessions. Like maybe he wanted to take a break for a while.
 
   Maybe he wants to focus on fixing Vanessa? Helping Carlos’s long-lost sister, who they’d found the previous afternoon—and who was also a definite Crazy—seemed more important than administering more failed attempts to recharge my memories.
 
   As I wandered down the cement path to the lakeshore, I hoped that if Gabe was planning to take a break from our sessions, he wasn’t going to pull the plug completely. They weren’t going well, not in the least. There had been absolutely no advancement on my end, and we’d been trying for almost two weeks. In fact, Carlos’s Ability was improving quickly, growing stronger and more focused, but I was left with nothing more than a headache now and again and a temporarily out-of-service Ability. Regardless, we couldn’t stop now. A break I could handle, but I wanted us to keep trying…I needed us to keep trying.
 
   I spotted Chris a few yards away, sitting on a large rock on the beach, Gabe pacing back and forth in front of her. I quickened my steps, trying not to let their bland expressions worry me.
 
   “What’s wrong? Is everything alright? Is it Carlos?” He was the only one missing from our undercover electrotherapy group. Forcing myself to look away from Gabe’s pinched expression as he continued to pace, I focused on Chris.
 
   She offered me a reassuring smile. “Carlos is fine, Zoe, don’t worry. He’s out with Dani and his sister.”
 
   Gabe looked up at me like he finally realized I’d arrived. To my surprise, his keen eyes widened, and he smiled—not just a polite hi-how-are-ya smile, but an aha!-by-Jove-I-think-I’ve-got-it smile. “Ah, great. You’re here.”
 
   I let out the breath I’d been holding onto like it would’ve made any impending bad news less knifelike. “Wait, what happened? Why are you so…” I tried to pinpoint his emotions. “Excited?” I wasn’t sure that was even the right word.
 
   Gabe lifted his shoulder. “I had an idea…something different. Have a seat, and I’ll explain.” He gestured toward a smaller rock beside Chris’s.
 
   I looked at Chris, and when our gazes met, she shrugged and shook her head. “You know as much as I do.”
 
   With a sigh, I sat on the rock.
 
   “So,” Gabe started. He was pacing again, back and forth in the sand, creating a trail of obscure, overlapping footprints in front of us. “I’ve been an idiot.” He ran his fingers through his long blond hair.
 
   “What?” Chris and I asked in unison.
 
   Gabe let out a soft chuckle. “It’s so obvious, I can’t believe I didn’t think of it sooner.” He was quiet for a minute, deep in thought.
 
   When he looked up at me, prudent and appraising, I could only stare back at him in wonder. I tried to control the increasing hope that he might’ve found a way to help me get my memory back, but it was difficult while he was keeping me in such suspense.
 
   Chris glanced at me in my periphery, and I could feel her hope perking up alongside mine.
 
   “Please tell us, Gabe.” I dropped my head into my hands. “I’m dying here…”
 
   “Sorry. I’m just trying to wrap my mind around all the possibilities.” He exhaled heavily. “We’ve been treating your memory loss like amnesia. Essentially, Carlos has been going in and trying to jumpstart the memory centers of your brain, trying to spark them back to life, right?” A small grin tugged at the corner of Gabe’s mouth. “But what if there’s nothing wrong with your memory centers? What if it wasn’t actually Clara who did this to you…at least, not completely?”
 
   Bewildered, I frowned.
 
   “Hear me out,” he said and crouched between Chris and me. “What if you did this to yourself?” When Chris and I remained quiet, Gabe continued, “Dani’s Ability is mental, like yours and like mine. She can communicate with animal minds. Your Ability is similar. You can’t communicate with other minds, but you can feel them, you can see inside them.”
 
   As much as I appreciated his attempt to help me understand, I was still confused.
 
   “Are you going to spit it out, Gabe, or—” Chris said.
 
   “I’m getting to it.” He flashed us a cocky smile. “When Dani was in the Colony, she was in extreme danger. To save herself, she drifted into Ray, remember?”
 
   I nodded. I’d seen what Dani had been subjected to while she was in the Colony, what Clara and the General had done to her toward the end. Her memories were vivid and frequent, in spite of her attempt to forget her time there.
 
   “What if your mind did something similar? What if you shut parts of your mind down to protect yourself from Clara?” Gabe’s gaze was intense and filled with a spark I hadn’t seen in it for a while.
 
   “Are you thinking that if Zoe did this to herself, she’s the only one who can reverse it?” Chris asked, rising to her feet. She glanced furtively from Gabe to me.
 
   “Maybe. I have an idea of what we can do to help her reverse it, but, yes, a lot of it might be up to Zoe. If we stop thinking of your condition in terms of amnesia and instead think of it more like repressed memories, it makes sense.” He looked at me intently. “Don’t you think?”
 
   I nodded. “I think so…”
 
   “Your body’s natural instinct is to protect itself. In fact, people’s minds do it all the time, blocking traumatic memories and such. And I have no doubt it was traumatizing to have Clara prodding around in your mind, threatening to destroy the very essence of who you are.” Gabe paused, considering something before he continued. “Depending on what she was trying to do to you, it might simply have been too much, and your mind locked your memories away as a defense mechanism.”
 
   A chill raked over my body as I thought about her meddling with my mind. I never really thought about that night, but suddenly I could feel the cool, night air and Clara’s looming presence like I was there again.
 
   “So…how does she un-repress her memories, then?” Chris asked.
 
   “We need to figure out what triggered the reaction in the first place…what caused the repression.”
 
   Brow furrowed, I glanced first at Chris, then at Gabe. “Clara, maybe?” Although I obviously couldn’t remember her from my past, I’d seen her in other people’s memories and knew she was pure poison, and I could only imagine how terrified I must have been while she was cerebrally raping me. But I couldn’t actually remember.
 
   Gabe nodded. “Exactly. How much have you thought about that night?”
 
   I pulled my knees up against my chest and shrugged. “Not much. I try not to, actually.”
 
   “Well, it’s time to try,” Gabe said.
 
   Studying him and Chris for a moment, I wondered how I was supposed to suddenly remember such specific details if I really had repressed all of my memories from that moment backward. “Every single day, I try to remember even a smidgen of my past…what makes you think it’s magically going to work this time?”
 
   “Because I’m going to help you,” Gabe said, offering me his hand. I stared at it, wondering if this was the final moment of being this me, or if it was another step closer to defeat and desperation. Accepting his hand, I stood.
 
   “Are you thinking about conducting some sort of hypnosis?” Chris asked, an intrigued gleam in her clear blue eyes.
 
   Gabe nodded. “It’s our best bet.” He looked back to me. “If I can put you into a dreamlike state, we can try to work backward to help you unlock everything you’ve repressed. We can free your mind.” He was nodding and smiling enthusiastically, trying to increase my comfort level. “I think this could work, Zoe.”
 
   The general atmosphere around me shifted. Not only had Chris suddenly grown more hopeful, but Gabe seemed completely rejuvenated as well.
 
   “Are we trying it now?” I asked.
 
   Gabe turned to Chris. “Do you mind sticking around? If this works the way I hope it does, Zoe’s going to be quasi-awake, but totally focused on what I’m asking her to do. I’m not sure what latent memories or emotions will surface; you might need to soothe her.”
 
   “Of course,” Chris said with a curt nod. “I’ll do whatever you need me to do.”
 
   My eyes shifted back and forth between them. “Thanks, you guys,” I breathed, wiping my clammy palms off on my jeans. “I really appreciate all your help with this. Whether it works or not, it wouldn’t even be an option without you.”
 
   Chris smiled. “I like projects.” Her eyebrows danced. “Especially ones that have to do with brains.”
 
   Gabe made a noncommittal noise and stared at me, deep in thought. As we stood face to face, I realized how important this moment was…or might be. His pale blue eyes were fierce, holding a glint of both apprehension and resolve. I could feel his certainty that if this didn’t work, I would never get my memories back. This was his final hope.
 
   With a heavy exhale, he raised his eyebrows and smiled. “Shall we?”
 
   Offering him my own weak smile in return, I gave him a quick nod. “Ready as I’ll ever be.” Goose bumps were already inundating my body at the thought of what he might uncover inside my mind, should his theory prove correct.
 
   “Alright.” Gabe pointed to the shady base of an evergreen at the edge of the shoreline. “Have a seat over there. I want you as close to the ground as possible in case you collapse.”
 
   I let out a nervous laugh, and on shaky legs, I walked over to the shady patch beneath the tree.
 
   “Chris,” I heard Gabe say from behind me. “I’d like you to be next to her to hold her up in case she loses consciousness completely.”
 
   “You worried she’ll pass out?”
 
   “That, or I’ll push too much and put her to sleep. I need her to be partially coherent for it to work. But, again, I’ve never done a procedure quite like this before.”
 
   “That makes three of us,” I muttered and sat down, propping myself up against the base of the pine tree that would serve as my psychiatrist’s chair while my mind was invaded one last time.
 
   Gabe crouched down in front of me, and Chris sat to my right. Her mere presence was reassuring.
 
   “No matter what you hear, Zoe, no matter what you see, I need you to listen to my voice and do what I say, okay?” Gabe said.
 
   After taking a deep breath and nodding, I settled into a comfortable sitting position, my legs folded in front of me and my eyes closed. To rid my mind of anticipation and doubt, of fear and excitement, I focused on the gentle breeze tickling the back of my neck and the grating call of the jaybirds off in the distance. I could almost smell the crisp freshness of the melting snow from the mountains surrounding us as I let the warmth of the sun lull my senses.
 
   My mind was suddenly lighter, almost like it was floating away, and remotely, I wondered if it was Gabe sending me into a half sleep.
 
   “Alright, Zoe,” Gabe said softly. “Think back to your very first memory.”
 
   Letting out a deep breath, I felt my body wilt as I unwound my limited memories like a spool of thread, the days and weeks unraveling into frayed images and incohesive thoughts.
 
   One of my earliest, blurred memories was from that first night, when I’d been found in the abandoned house.
 
    
 
   I felt fear and uncertainty…I saw Dani’s wide, green eyes and Jake’s horror as I stepped out from the closet. I felt what I now understood was Chris’s soft, cerebral touch lessening the edge of uncertainty filling me. I saw Jason’s hardened features, which made me question Dr. Wesley’s decision to leave me with them—complete strangers, or so it seemed to me.
 
    
 
   “Who do you see?” Gabe’s voice was a velvety cord of trust and reassurance, binding me between this time and a not-too-distant past.
 
   “Ja—” I cleared my throat. “I see Jake and Chris, and Dani and Cooper…we’re in the house in Colorado Springs.” I was vaguely aware that I was sitting on the hard ground, surrounded by towering evergreens, and that Gabe and Chris were sitting with me, but my mind was drifting somewhere far away…
 
   “What happened before that?” Gabe asked quietly.
 
   Holding onto the tether that was Gabe’s voice, I tried to reach further back, to delve deeper into the past. A slight pain blossomed in my temples, making me hesitate. “It’s not working…”
 
   The more I tried to focus, the sharper the pain became, making me wince. I’ve felt this before…
 
   “Who brought you to the house?” Gabe asked. His voice was a bit more distant now, but just as persistent. I strained to hear it over the images fading in and out of my mind.
 
   Although I knew it was my mom who’d taken me to the abandoned house, my mind had been hazy that night, and only bits and pieces lingered in my memory. “It was Dr. Wesley—my mom—but I…” There were only splotches of memories, nothing connected or coherent.
 
   Details. I needed to remember details.
 
   I latched on to what I did remember: the feeling of the cool, night air against my skin when I first awoke and the sound of my mom’s footsteps behind me as we walked—no, ran—into Colorado Springs. What did she say to me in the forgotten moments? I feared it was something important, but I couldn’t remember. All I could think about was the fact that the woman who’d saved my life, a stranger, was also my mom. For the first time since I’d learned of it, I felt sad.
 
    
 
   I was back at the golf course, kneeling on wet grass. Someone stood beside me, their warm body shielding me from the nighttime chill. The person was humming. She was humming. I felt cool fingertips against my skin, followed by an excruciating pain that lanced through my head, making me gasp for breath. But I couldn’t gasp for breath. I couldn’t move.
 
   Unable to open my eyes, I began to panic.
 
    
 
   It wasn’t the first time I’d panicked. I wracked my brain, trying to remember why such an acute, helpless feeling felt so familiar. I had been afraid before, but not for me… “Dani,” I breathed.
 
   “Is Dani still there with you, Zoe?” Gabe asked. Although his voice was faint, it was warm and soothing in the swallowing darkness of my mind.
 
    
 
   I felt something wet on my cheek, but still felt paralyzed, unable to move. A set of triumphant blue eyes flashed in my mind’s eye, along with blonde hair and pale skin…
 
   There was sickening sweet laughter and an eerily calm voice whispering nonsensical things in my ear, and a deep, innate sense of terror consumed me. When I realized I still couldn’t move, I tried to scream, but nothing came out, and I felt hot tears burning down my cheeks.
 
    
 
   “Zoe,” Gabe said quietly. “Where are you? What do you see?” I could barely make out Chris and Gabe whispering as my mind tumbled with confusion and fear.
 
   “I can’t see anything,” I croaked. “I can’t move…”
 
    
 
   I heard Dani’s voice echoing around me, and my heart raced. I needed to help her. She was afraid, she was alone, and she needed me.
 
    
 
   Emotion bubbled up in my throat. “I’m on the golf course…Dani…”
 
   “Dani wasn’t with you, Zoe.” Concern deepened Gabe’s voice.
 
   I shook my head the barest amount. I was confused. “But I can hear her. I can hear her voice, it’s all around me…she’s hiding.”
 
   “It’s only a memory, Zoe. Don’t let it scare you. It’s not real. Dani is fine.”
 
   Part of me knew it was a memory, a distant part of me that was overshadowed by a fear I didn’t understand but was impossible to ignore. “I was trying to find her.”
 
   Another sharp pain shot through my head, and this time, my body tensed. I felt gentle fingers against my wrist, alleviating some of the panic and emptiness that swelled inside me. I could still hear Dani’s voice, crying out to me, but I couldn’t move, I couldn’t do anything. I was frozen.
 
   I felt the pressure of Chris’s hand squeezing mine, and it helped to keep me grounded. “Zoe, are you okay?” she asked, and with those four words, my trembling ceased.
 
    
 
   “Zoe, are you okay?”
 
   I opened my eyes to see a woman—a doctor—crouched down beside me. She reached out for me tentatively, her eyes filled with sadness and longing and unshed tears. Seeing her tears made my heart ache.
 
   “She’s mine!” the blonde woman shrieked beside me.
 
   The doctor took a few forceful steps forward. “I’m warning you, Clara,” she said.
 
   Clara. I knew she was familiar.
 
   “Get your fucking hands off my daughter or I’ll—”
 
   My insides knotted. I’m the doctor’s daughter…
 
    
 
   I gasped and doubled over as a clawing pain seized my heart.
 
    
 
   “Shhh…they’ll find you. You’ll be safe.” My mom reached out and cupped the side of my face with trembling hands. Tears spilled from her eyes and ran down her cheeks. “I’m sorry I couldn’t get here fast enough…I’m so sorry, Zoe.”
 
    
 
   A barrage of images and emotions assailed me, and I tried to stifle a violent sob. I fought for breath as they overtook my senses, unable to stop them.
 
    
 
   I saw evil.
 
   Clara.
 
   She laughed and simpered and schemed…and she poisoned me.
 
   I saw the fire…she killed Stacey and Dave and Tanya, and nearly killed Jake.
 
   Now she was gone…I hit her over the head with a branch. Once. Twice. She didn’t get back up.
 
   I killed her. I killed Clara…
 
    
 
   “…can you hear me?” Is that Gabe? I couldn’t tell anymore.
 
    
 
   Jake was holding me, an embrace so protective and warm I thought I’d never feel so loved again.
 
   He saved my life—the men in the woods—the poison.
 
   But then he was leaving—he was going to break my heart and leave me empty and alone.
 
    
 
   “Jake…” I rasped. Arms were around my shoulders, someone holding me against them.
 
   “Zoe, can you hear me?” Gabe asked, his voice earnest.
 
   “You need to answer him, Zoe.” It was Chris holding me, I vaguely realized. Her voice was like a warm blanket I wanted to wrap around myself.
 
   I tried to nod, to reassure them, but I couldn’t.
 
   I could hear Chris whispering and feel her voice reverberating in her chest. The deafening pain and emotional onslaught was muted by her touch, but not gone. It thrummed through me, impossible to avoid.
 
   More memories suffused my mind, and I lost myself within them.
 
    
 
   I saw my friends.
 
   Sarah flashed in my mind. She was laughing and grinning from ear to ear.
 
   She was my only constant in the ravaged, lonely world we lived in. She trained beside me, faster and stronger…and pregnant. She was my friend now, the days when she’d been a thorn in my side long gone.
 
   …she brought me comfort in Dani’s absence.
 
    
 
   Dani was in my arms, her wild hair clinging to my tear-dampened face. Her wide, shrewd green eyes luminous with fierce love.
 
   I’d thought I had lost her. I thought I would never see her again. But there she was, standing in front of me.
 
   …she was upset.
 
   “I know about the box, Zoe.”
 
    
 
   Familiar whispers danced around my ears, talking about getting help and finding someone, but I couldn’t pay attention…all I could see was the box.
 
    
 
   Dad’s box…Mom’s letter to Dad.
 
   Jason and I opened it. We learned the truth.
 
   She’d left us. She’d abandoned us and Dad had lied. We’d been cheated out of the truth for so long…we’d been cheated out of a real family.
 
    
 
   There was so much pain, so much misery and loneliness. I cried out as I remembered the desperation I’d felt to learn the truth of what happened to her, to have closure. I cried out at the realization of what our lives had become—nothing but a patched-up quilt with tattered emotions and relationships hanging on by mere threads. There was so much strain, so much distance…
 
    
 
   I was lying in bed, a little girl, scared after a bad dream—the bad dream about the faceless woman I wanted to know so badly.
 
   I saw my disheveled dad trying to explain to me why I couldn’t see pictures of my mom…that she was gone.
 
   Now he was gone. I would never see my dad again.
 
    
 
   My mom’s face appeared in my mind again. Her eyes boring into mine, the emotion now so clear, so haunting.
 
   She was real.
 
   She was the creator of the Virus.
 
   She was the mother I never had and the mom I’d always wanted.
 
   She was alive.
 
   She had another family.
 
   I had met her, but…
 
    
 
   I’d never felt so near to bursting. The heartache and anger and despair were alive and gnawing inside me, overwhelming me until I felt hollow and raw. My throat burned with each violent sob. My chest ached from lack of air.
 
   Chris’s arms were around me, holding onto me as if I was about to crumble away.
 
    
 
   I saw her boys, and I saw me in her arms.
 
    
 
   I felt her fear melding with mine, her regret tasting sour in my mouth, and her concern, that which a mother might have for her daughter, made it impossible to breathe. I wanted my mom. I was angry and afraid of my mom.
 
   I grasped onto Chris desperately, tearing my eyes open, needing to see light in the darkness. Blurred trees and brightness filled my vision.
 
   “Take a deep breath,” she whispered, and shakily, I did. The softness of her voice soothed me as my mind began to settle, each memory falling back into place as if it had all simply been a bad dream. But it was real, all of it. It was my life.
 
   I had Dani and Jake and Jason. But my mom was out there, a stranger who’d abandoned me in order to save me—more than once. I’d met her. I wasn’t even me… A new sense of desperation and regret sprouted inside me, but I buried it away.
 
   “Where’s Gabe?” I asked hoarsely, trying to control each breath.
 
   “He went to find Dani,” Chris whispered.
 
   I let out a choked, happy sob at the thought of having my Dani with me. With a steadying breath, I righted myself, trying to harness the emotions overcrowding me. I just need to let them settle again…
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   JAKE
 
   MAY 7, 1AE
 
   Lake Tahoe, Nevada
 
    
 
   Jake stood at the supply cart in the Zephyr Cove campground parking lot, across the highway from the lodge, ready to take inventory of the weapons in the duffel bag he and Jason had filled during their morning scavenging trip to Emerald Bay with Hunter and Holly. The sun was warm on his back, and although the snow was still melting off the mountains surrounding the lake, making the air crisp in the shade, the sun was shining intensely enough to stave off the chill.
 
   Unzipping the duffel, Jake rifled around inside for loose ammo. Against his better judgment, he’d been thinking a lot more than was productive. Ever since Zoe told him about her mom, Dr. Wesley, thinking about the doctor brought his anger to near boiling, and the unfathomable truth about what she’d done turned his anger to rage. Of course Zoe’s mother would end up being alive and the destroyer of all that Jake held dear in his life. And Zoe didn’t need to feel that living, churning hatred every time she was around him. He didn’t blame her, not in the slightest, but he couldn’t change what he felt about her mother, either.
 
   So Jake clung to the few happy memories he had left of the past, memories of Joe’s farm, of rebuilding tractor engines, working on cars, and patching fences around the property. But then Jake wondered if Joe was even still alive, and his thoughts went full circle, back to Zoe and Becca…back to the doctor.
 
   For months Jake had blamed himself for bringing Clara along with him when he first left Colorado Springs—he still did—but he wasn’t the only one to blame. It was Dr. Wesley’s fault that Clara had been able to manipulate people the way she could in the first place, and essentially it was the doctor’s fault that Zoe was only half the person she’d once been, and that his sister was a Re-gen. Jake paused from unloading the bag, forcing himself to loosen his grip on the hunting knife he held in his hand.
 
   Hearing hurried footsteps on the asphalt in front of him, Jake ignored their approach and set the hunting knife and then a bundle of arrows and a new crossbow he’d collected for Zoe on the cart bed.
 
   “Jake,” Gabe called, breathless as he jogged nearer.
 
   Jake looked up, and upon seeing Gabe’s eyes opened wide and filled with what looked like a frenzy of concern and excitement, he straightened. “What is it?”
 
   Gabe rubbed the back of his neck and let out a calming breath. “Ah, I think Zoe’s memory is back. She’s—”
 
   “What?” Jake frowned. That didn’t seem likely, and he was scared to hope. “How?” With the back of his hand, he wiped away the sweat beading on his brow.
 
   “I’ve been working with her on this for a while, and—” Gabe stopped himself and sighed. “It doesn’t matter right now. I’ll fill you in later.” He pointed across the highway, toward the beach.
 
   When Jake saw two figures coming up through the interspersed evergreens blocking most of the lake view, his heartbeat quickened. Zoe and Chris were walking closely, slowly, with one of Chris’s arms around Zoe’s shoulders. Zoe’s ponytail was disheveled, and there was something about the way she walked, like the weight of a wretched lifetime took the bounce out of her step.
 
   Jake’s mouth went dry. Swallowing, he glanced back to Gabe, incredulous.
 
   His friend watched the women approach, hands in his pockets.
 
   Jake’s attention shifted back to Zoe. The soles of her tennis shoes—not her boots—softly padding against the pavement, and the black t-shirt she’d been wearing most frequently—not her favorite purple one—were just a few of the many reminders that she was different from the woman he’d first fallen in love with. Or was she?
 
   After a few seconds of silence, Gabe met Jake’s gaze again and shrugged. “It just sort of happened,” he said, and even though Gabe smiled, it wasn’t cocky and confident like it usually was.
 
   Jake felt uneasy. If Gabe wasn’t sure exactly what had happened, maybe it wasn’t entirely a good thing.
 
   “Just go,” Gabe said, pointing toward her.
 
   Wiping his shaking hands off on his pants, Jake took long, slow strides in Zoe’s direction. Her eyes were locked on the ground, and he could faintly hear the sound of her voice as she chatted with Chris.
 
   He couldn’t tear his eyes away from Zoe, hope and guilt mixing into a poisonous concoction inside him. If Gabe was wrong, Jake wasn’t sure he’d be able to forgive himself for hoping she’d returned to the person she used to be, for letting this Zoe feel his disappointment.
 
   Fisting his hands at his sides, Jake stopped in the middle of the highway. He needed more time to process what might be happening. But the moment Zoe’s gaze met his, her steps faltered until, like him, she was still. He searched her face for recognition, for some indication of what was going on in her head, for proof that she’d returned.
 
   His brow knitted together as he watched her bright eyes widen, her dark eyebrows raise, and her mouth open slightly as if she were about to say something. Three agonizingly long heartbeats passed before she moved.
 
   At first, she seemed to hesitate, like she was trying to compose herself, but she quickly gave up and ran to him. A choked sob escaped from her throat as she jumped into his arms, wrapped her legs around his hips, and encircled her arms around his neck, gripping him so tight, so unrestrained, and with so much emotion he thought he must be dreaming.
 
   Stunned into disbelief by the woman trembling against him, Jake wrapped one arm around her back, pulling her away from him slightly with the other. He needed to see her to understand.
 
   Searching her eyes, Jake found the old spark he’d missed, the determination and tenacity he’d seen only on rare occasion over the past weeks, but most importantly he found recognition of the two of them and everything they’d been through.
 
   Her teal eyes, red-rimmed and swollen, were no longer cast in uncertainty and frustration; instead they were cisterns of unbridled torment and longing, filling with so much emotion he couldn’t deny the truth: she was back.
 
   In his silence, her eyes frantically searched his.
 
   “How…” Jake couldn’t tear his gaze from hers, didn’t want to. “I didn’t even know…”
 
   Pushing against his hold, she wrapped her arms around his neck again, leaving not a hairsbreadth between them. “I didn’t want you to know,” she sobbed. “In case it didn’t work.”
 
   For the first time in weeks, he could feel her, his Zoe. She was more real to him now, shaking in his arms, than she’d seemed in weeks.
 
   Though he tried not to, Jake’s mind sifted through their more recent time together, some of the memories knotting up and burning deep in his gut. Suddenly, everything that had happened between them while her memory had been gone felt…wrong.
 
   “Don’t,” Zoe said softly, her lips brushing against his neck. “Don’t think about it, not right now.”
 
   Squeezing her tighter, Jake breathed her in, the scent of her hair, the feel of her body against his…this felt right, and he let himself revel in the moment.
 
   “I don’t understand how that’s possible,” Sarah shrieked. “How’d she get her memory back? And if she did, the last thing she’s gonna want is all of you fussing all over her.” Her voice echoed among the trees lining the road as she drew closer, the mumbling of the others drowned out by her scolding.
 
   Hesitantly, Jake opened his eyes, reluctant to let Zoe go.
 
   She leaned back, a fierce glint in her eyes as she looked at him. He never wanted to look away, never wanted to leave the sanctuary he found in her familiar gaze.
 
   “You didn’t give up on me,” she said, offering him a brief smile before she pressed a hungry kiss to his mouth. “I’m so sorry I ran off. I didn’t mean to. Clara tricked me. I heard Dani’s voice, and—”
 
   “Shhh…” Holding her against him with one arm, he wiped the drying tears from her cheeks with his free hand. “It doesn’t matter anymore.” Cupping the back of her head, Jake brought her mouth to his once more, his kiss slow and deep and reassuring, showing her all that he couldn’t say. But then he stopped and frowned at her. “But please, don’t do it again.”
 
   She smiled and made a disparaging noise at first, but then she frowned. “My mom—Dr. Wesley came to save me…but I killed Clara…”
 
   Jake brushed a loose strand of hair from her face. “I know. Now she can’t hurt you anymore,” he said, trying to offer her a beacon of light in the darkness shadowing her eyes.
 
   Hearing the others approaching, Jake released her, allowing her to ease her feet down to the pavement, and was relieved when he felt her fingers lace through his.
 
   He gave her hand a gentle squeeze. “Will you be alright?”
 
   Zoe nodded, eyes lazily blinking closed as she let out a deep breath. “I’ll be fine. It’s just a lot to take in.”
 
   “Zoe!” Sarah squealed, stopping short behind Jake, with Harper, Biggs, and some of the others in tow. The click of Cooper’s nails on the asphalt preceded him as he loped toward them.
 
   Zoe rubbed the top of his head. “Hey, Coop.”
 
   Gabe called the husky back, giving Jake and Zoe their last few moments together before the swarm.
 
   Cooper obeyed, and Zoe straightened, quickly wiping any remaining wetness from her face and taking another deep breath.
 
   Jake offered her a sympathetic smile and nodded behind him toward the bickering voices. “I’m not sure I’m ready to lose you to the mob yet.” He wished he could hold her a little longer…forever.
 
   Stepping into him, Zoe rose to her tiptoes and pressed another long, promising kiss to his mouth. “I’m not going anywhere,” she whispered. “After all,” she added, “we have to make up for lost time and all that…” Her eyes drifted to his mouth as she pulled her bottom lip between her teeth.
 
   Jake groaned and squeezed her hand tighter. “Jesus, Zoe.”
 
   When she stepped away, she smiled impishly, making his heart squeeze with extreme happiness. But despite her playfulness, Jake could still see the tumultuous emotions roiling behind her stormy eyes.
 
   “Zoe?” Sarah called again.
 
   As the seconds passed, and Zoe didn’t move past him to greet their friends, Jake leaned down, his lips brushing against her ear as he asked, “What are you doing? They’re waiting for you…”
 
   She let out a nervous laugh. “I don’t want to start bawling again.”
 
   “Zoe! Are you ignoring us?” Sarah huffed. “You better not be. I’m not as nice as I used to be. I might just freak out or something.”
 
   Jake smiled and moved out of Zoe’s line of sight so she could see her friends. “She was just collecting herself,” he explained as he turned around to face them as well.
 
   “What’s the point?” Sarah asked, throwing her arms around Zoe. “We’re just going to make you cry again, anyway.”
 
   Jake smiled as he watched the two women hug, but their interaction was different than he’d expected. It was no surprise to him that Sarah was sobbing within seconds, but even though Zoe was trying to comfort her, she seemed a little hesitant.
 
   “It’s not that I didn’t like the other you,” Sarah blathered. “But it wasn’t the same, and then I thought about the babies, and I know Harper needs you, and I need you. I’m…” She let out a despondent wail and sobbed harder.
 
   “It’s alright, Sarah.” Zoe gave her another squeeze before pulling away.
 
   Biggs smiled at Zoe, offered her a nod, and wrapped Sarah in his arms to soothe her.
 
   Jake watched Zoe slowly grow more and more comfortable around everyone as they bantered back and forth, doing their best to make her feel at home and welcome once again.
 
   What must it have been like for her over the past month and a half? He could only imagine how much more difficult it had been for her than for the rest of them…so much so that she’d been trying to get her memory back in secret.
 
   Ky wandered up and said hello and teased her, but only until Harper came pushing through the crowd and swooped her up into his arms. “It’s about time, Baby Girl. I was beginning to worry I’d never have you back again. I need another pair of hands.” Harper smiled at Jake as he spun Zoe around.
 
   Cooper barked and scampered around excitedly as they twirled, and Jake laughed at the sight of them, feeling like everything might actually be falling back into place.
 
   With a final squeeze, Harper set Zoe back on her feet, then smiled and kissed her forehead. “Hurry up and say your hellos, I have work for you to do.”
 
   “Gee, thanks.” Zoe returned his smile, but faltered when she noticed Sam and Tavis standing on the outskirts of the group.
 
   Jake’s heart skittered a bit. He was surprised when Zoe simply nodded to Tavis, then shifted her attention to Sam as a broad grin filled her face.
 
   Excitement enlivened Sam’s eyes, though he offered her a casual smile.
 
   “Drawing tonight?” Zoe asked him, and Sam gave her a quick nod before they were swallowed up in the excitement of the group. Sanchez offered Zoe a tight-lipped hello, allowing a slight smile to curve her lips, and Sarah rejoined them after she’d had a moment to compose herself.
 
   After a few minutes passed, Chris came to stand beside Jake. The two of them watched the crowd of their friends with their happy faces and listened to their incessant chatter as they asked Zoe questions about what had happened to her, what it had been like, and what Gabe had done to help her.
 
   “Any idea where Jason and Dani are?” Jake asked Chris, knowing they were the two people Zoe needed to see the most.
 
   Chris placed her hands on her hips. “Sanchez contacted everyone; they should be here soon.”
 
   “Thank you for helping her,” Jake said quietly. When Chris looked at him, he gave her a grateful nod.
 
   Resting her hand on Jake’s arm, Chris said, “I’m just glad I could be there. I—”
 
   When she paused, Jake followed her gaze. Jason was wading through the group, his face uncharacteristically expressive as he drew closer to Zoe. Just as she noticed him and turned around, Jason wrapped his arms around her, and everyone grew silent, watching. Even Jake found it difficult to look away.
 
   Jason’s eyes were closed as he held onto his sister. “Don’t ever do that to me again,” he said so quietly that Jake could barely hear him.
 
   Zoe wound her arms around her brother’s back. When Jake noticed her body quaking in Jason’s arms, Jake, Chris, and everyone else turned to leave the siblings in a silent reunion that was long overdue.
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   DANI
 
   MAY 7, 1AE
 
   Lake Tahoe, Nevada
 
    
 
   “But I don’t want to!” Annie whined in my head. “It’s cold!”
 
   I knelt in front of her on the sandy beach and reached for her little hands. We were both wearing swimsuits; mine was a purple-and-white-striped bikini and Annie’s a one-piece covered in inch-wide neon polka dots. I’d “scavenged” them from the tourist shop in the lodge, thinking that “going swimming”—ahem, washing the months of filth off Annie—would be the perfect way to stay out of Jason’s hair while he, Grayson, and Sanchez spent the morning meeting with Holly, Hunter, and a few others from the Tahoe clan. They were discussing the possibility of setting up some sort of self-reliant, self-sustaining community together on the coastal farmlands.
 
   As I stared out at the lake, I was just grateful that it was a moderately balmy day. Not that the high-sixties air temperature did anything for the extremely cold water, but the sunshine was a nice perk. I’d stuck my toes into the lake, and I had to agree with the little girl; it was freezing.
 
   “Annie, sweetie, remember to use your words,” I told her. She’d only spoken out loud a few times since I’d practically adopted her the previous afternoon, and even when she had, she’d only used one or two words at a time. I feared that the months she’d gone without actually speaking had hindered her ability to use human language…but not as much as I feared that she’d lost her humanity completely.
 
   It was clear that she’d embraced being a drifter wholeheartedly, but she didn’t feel quite so far gone as Scott had, like she’d somehow managed to find a happy medium between embracing the ability to drift into other creatures’ minds and rejecting drifting altogether—something Ralph had believed impossible.
 
   “Cold!” Annie said, crossing her arms and stomping her foot. Zoe—old Zoe—would have backed her up, possibly arguing that dirty and stinky was better than clean if frigid water had to be involved in the bathing process.
 
   I sighed. “Believe me, Annie, I know. But I promise, I’ll be right beside you.”
 
   Annie stuck her lower lip out in a pout. When I didn’t react, didn’t relent, she sucked it in between her teeth. “Snowflake”—I assumed she was referring to the female wolf I’d met in the woods who’d been more or less taking care of Annie—“says I have to do what you say.”
 
   At least I’ve got the wolf’s support… “Great! Awesome! Okay, let’s get cleaned up, hmmm?”
 
   I released one of Annie’s hands and stood, walking with her to the water’s edge, where I’d set my handy bottle of all-in-one shampoo, conditioner, and body wash. It smelled like tropical fruit, which was a whole lot better than Annie’s current eau-de-wolf-musk scent.
 
   I glanced over my shoulder, giving Carlos a quick thumbs-up; he was sitting on the beach about a dozen yards back, his partially restrained and still-filthy sister, Vanessa, sitting beside him chattering nonstop to her imaginary friends, which seemed to include her mom, her other brother, Jesse, and someone named “Rosie”—all of whom Carlos assured me were deceased. Which wasn’t creepy or anything…
 
   Looking down at the little girl holding my hand, I raised my eyebrows and grinned as widely as I could to show her how excited I was. “Alright, we’re going to run in, dunk our heads, then run back out as quickly as we can, okay?”
 
   Smiling wide enough that her chubby cheeks appeared even fuller, Annie nodded.
 
   “Okay! Ready…” I crouched down like I was getting ready to run a race. “Get set…” I met her eyes, grinning with genuine anticipation. I was actually starting to have a little fun. “Go!”
 
   Giggling and squealing and gasping, we lunged into Lake Tahoe side by side, ducked our heads under the water to wet our hair, then scrambled back out of the lake.
 
   “Oh my God…oh my God…oh my God,” I said, shivering and rubbing my arms.
 
   Annie was doing the same, all the while looking up at me and giggling.
 
   I bent over to retrieve the bottle of suds and flipped the top open, squirting a hearty dollop onto my palm. “Let me get your hair soaped up first, okay? Then I’ll let you do the rest while I wash myself.” I didn’t really think I needed to explain the whole bathing process to her—Annie was a little wild and young, but she wasn’t an imbecile—but I wanted to speak to her as much as possible, to help her remember what it was like to interact with people who weren’t Vanessa. Everyone was wary around my brand-new, unrequested wild child, and I desperately wanted her to fit in, to be accepted, and to not be alone for the rest of her life.
 
   Annie nodded, accepting my washing routine without argument.
 
   It seemed to take ages to wash her hair. I lathered the liquid soap up until it formed a grimy, fruity helmet around her head, then dropped my hands to my sides and sighed. “I hate to say it, kiddo, but we might have to have a round two.”
 
   Annie didn’t seem upset by the idea; she simply stared up at me and blinked her big blue eyes every few seconds. I thanked my lucky stars that she wasn’t a complainer. The whole insta-kid situation would have been a lot worse if she had been.
 
   About ten minutes later, we were in the middle of our final, icy rinse, when Sanchez’s voice reverberated in my mind. “Come to the highway…we’re between the lodge parking lot and the campground parking lot. Zoe’s back.”
 
   Head barely above water, I froze. Zoe’s back…from where?
 
   A heartbeat later, I thought, maybe, that I understood. Does she mean that Zo—my Zo—is back? Heart racing, I spun around to look at Carlos. “Did you hear—”
 
   “Sanchez? Yeah.” He stood, brushing off the back of his jeans before reaching down to grab his sister’s wrist bindings and pulling her up to her feet as well.
 
   “Do you think—does she mean…?”
 
   Carlos shrugged. “Only one way to find out.”
 
   “Come on, Annie. Time to go.” I captured her hand and pulled her back to the beach, ignoring my shivers as we raced across the sand toward Carlos and Vanessa.
 
   “Can you take her?” I asked, holding Annie’s hand out to Carlos. I glanced at his sister, who was quiet for once as she stared down at the freshly clean little girl I’d uncovered under all of the dirt, then back at him. “Dry her off and—and—” I shook my head, incapable of thinking clearly. I was just too damn excited. Zoe’s back….Zo is back!
 
   “Yeah, it’s fine. Go,” Carlos said. He pulled Annie’s hand out of mine and gave my shoulder a little shove, pushing me in the direction of the lodge’s parking lot. “I got this.”
 
   “Thanks!” I called over my shoulder as I started to run. I didn’t think my legs had ever moved so quickly, especially not on bare feet.
 
   Every other member of our group was clustered in the middle of the highway, looking like they were starting to disperse. Jake and Chris were walking away, toward the campground, Gabe close behind them, and Harper, Sarah, and most of the others were headed to the lodge. And between them, in the middle of the highway, Jason was embracing Zoe in a fierce hug.
 
   The pavement was rough under my feet, and every few steps a tiny rock would jab into my skin, but I hardly noticed. “Zo!” I called. “Zoeeeeeee!”
 
   I reached Zoe just as Jason released her. I threw myself at her, locking my arms around her neck and doing my own unique combination of laughing and crying.
 
   Her arms wrapped around me, and she hugged me so hard that she lifted me off my feet. She was laughing, I thought, until I heard the distinct, rare sound of Zoe giving in to tears.
 
   “Hey, D.” Her voice was a rough whisper. After another tight squeeze, she set me down and pulled away. Wiping the tears from her cheeks, she appraised my appearance and smiled. “Did I interrupt something?”
 
   “Huh?”
 
   “You’re all wet…” She glanced down. “And wearing a bikini.”
 
   I waved one hand dismissively. “I was getting Annie cleaned up—she’s a little girl I found yesterday when—”
 
   “I know, D,” Zoe said with a soft chuckle. “I remember.”
 
   I frowned, and then my eyes widened. For some reason that didn’t make any sense to the logical part of my brain, I’d assumed she didn’t remember any of the things “new Zoe” had experienced. In my mind, they were two different people.
 
   “Everything?” I felt a surge of shame.
 
   She nodded once before offering me a slight smile. “We can talk about it later.”
 
   Looking down at my feet, nearly rubbing a hole in the asphalt with my big toe. “Okay…”
 
   “Hey,” Zoe said, poking my shoulder, and I raised my eyes to hers. “Want some company down at the lake? I could use a little rejuvenation.”
 
   “Really?” I smiled wanly. “Yeah, okay. That’d be great.” I didn’t actually need to get back in the water, but I did need some alone time with my best friend. Perking up at the thought, I linked my arm with hers and tugged her in the direction of the lodge.
 
   “Um, D, the water’s that way.” Zoe pointed to the lakeshore beyond the parking lot on our right.
 
   “I know, but you need a swimsuit.”
 
   “But I already have a swimsuit…”
 
   “I know,” I repeated. “But camp is so far away—”
 
   “It’s just across the street…”
 
   “—and besides, you could use a new one. You’ve had that old green bikini forever.” I dragged her up the stairs to the lodge’s front porch. “And I know just where you can get one at a freemium price.”
 
   Zoe laughed as I pulled open the glass double doors. “You’re such a dork…I missed you.”
 
   I forced a smile and met Zoe’s eyes briefly. “Me too, Zo. Me too.”
 
    
 
   ~~~~~
 
    
 
   Zoe and I managed to splash around in the water for all of maybe a minute before running back onto the beach, screaming like little girls. Zoe stole my bottle of shampoo–conditioner–body wash and took an impressively quick “bath” using as little lake water as possible. When she finished, she took lurching steps up the beach and huddled in an oversized towel—also liberated from one of the shops in the lodge—beside me on the bright yellow hull of an overturned kayak. I was already snuggled cozily in my own towel.
 
   “So…still hate cold water?” I asked.
 
   Zoe shrugged. “Yes and no,” she said, wrapping her towel more tightly around herself. “But mostly yes.”
 
   “Zo, I—” I hesitated, closed my mouth, then took a deep breath and opened it again. “I know I probably could have been a better friend to her—you—” I shook my head and frowned. “To the other you…the not you you.” I stared out at the lake’s shimmering surface, squinting slightly from a thousand shards of reflected sunlight.
 
   “D…”
 
   “It was just…she wasn’t you. You weren’t you.” Again, I shook my head, irritated at myself for fumbling so much with my words. “But I should have treated you like I normally would have, and I didn’t, and I feel like such a jerkface.” I sighed. “I don’t think that made any sense.”
 
   Zoe laughed halfheartedly, ending in a sigh of her own. “It’s okay, D.” She stared down at her toes sticking out from beneath her towel. “It’s not like I knew any different anyway,” she said. “And it’s not like anyone else treated me like, well, me.”
 
   Except for Jake, I thought, recalling the handful of mornings I’d seen Zoe emerging from his tent recently. He seemed to have figured out a way to see her as the Zoe he’d fallen in love with. So why hadn’t I been able to do the same?
 
   Zoe closed her eyes and tilted her face up to the sun, basking in its warm rays. “Looks can be deceiving,” she said, her voice so quiet that I barely heard her. “Jake tried, but I knew the whole time that it wasn’t the same for him…as much as he wanted it to be.” She snorted and let her head fall back. “At least I know he prefers this me.”
 
   “Did you guys…you know…?” I asked, wiggling my eyebrows suggestively.
 
   Her head shot up, and she looked over at me, biting the inside of her cheek like she always did when she was anxious.
 
   “Oh my God, you did.” I giggled and blushed and really tried to stop, but I just couldn’t. “Wow, that’s just…wow. Talk about an awkward first time…”
 
   Zoe shook her head. “It wasn’t our first time, but it was a little awkward, at least for him.” She rested her cheek on her knees. “I think I sort of blindsided him…I’m not sure he would’ve done it otherwise. I felt sorta bad.”
 
   “Wait, what? When?” I waved my hand. “Don’t feel bad,” I said with a laugh. “I’m sure he didn’t mind.” I took a breath before babbling on. “But I was only gone for like a week…when the heck did you guys have time for hanky-panky—I mean, before?”
 
   “It was a pretty crazy week.” Zoe shrugged. “It’s not like it was planned, but it happened the morning we left for the golf course. In fact, Jason had just come out to tell me—”
 
   “Hold on,” I said, raising a hand. “Your brother found you when you were having sex with Jake…?”
 
   She barked a laugh. “God no! But I guess it was a little bit of a close call.”
 
   I snorted, then doubled over in laughter. “Oh my God,” I gasped. “Could you imagine…”
 
   “Ah, no, thank you.” She shook her head and groaned. “God, that was such a horrible week. Jason was a mess, Jake and I were barely speaking after Becca showed up…we’d finally gotten our shit together, and then I had to run into Clara…”
 
   “And your mom,” I said softly, sneaking a glance at Zoe.
 
   “Yeah, and there’s that. I’m not sure I’m ready to talk about that yet…I don’t know what to think.”
 
   I leaned in, nudging her shoulder with my own. “No prob, Zo. But you know I’ll be here whenever you’re ready.” I wrapped my arm around her waist and rested my head on her shoulder. A few wet strands of her dark hair stuck to my face, and I blew them away. “Your hair is crazy long.”
 
   I could feel the muscles and bones in her shoulder shift as she strained to look down at me. “You want to cut it off for me?”
 
   Raising my head slowly, I pulled away from her, staring at her with eyes widened by shock. Zoe’d had long hair the entire time I’d known her. “Shut the front door! What did you just say to me?”
 
   She smiled, clearly amused. “I could use a change,” she said. “And it’s something I’ve been thinking about for a while.” She shrugged a single shoulder. “But if you don’t want to…”
 
   “Oh my God, shut up. I’m totally doing it. I’m going to cut off your hair!” I squealed, clapping my hands together like a wind-up monkey. Almost as long as I’d known Zoe, I’d been bugging her to give shorter hair a chance, knowing she would look amazing. Now she would look amazing and it would be so much more practical. “This is going to be so much fun! Eeek…I’ve got so many ideas. We could do a bob, like this long”—I held my hand up to my chin—“or maybe—”
 
   “Not a bob,” she said adamantly. “Not like hers.”
 
   I pressed my lips together and studied her face. “Okay, got it. Not like your mom’s.” I raised my eyebrows. “Oooh…what if we did, like, an A-line cut, just touching your shoulders and a little longer in the front? It’d be short enough to not get in the way so much, but still versatile and—”
 
   “Alright, D,” she said with a rueful smile. “I trust your judgment.” She unfurled her body and rose to her feet. “I saw a pair of scissors in the swim shop. I’ll go grab ’em.”
 
   “Okay.” I narrowed my eyes. “But you better not back out…”
 
   “I won’t,” she said, shaking her head. “I asked you, remember?” And with a smile, Zoe jogged toward the trees separating the beach from the parking lot behind the lodge. I stared after her until I could no longer see her.
 
   Exhaling heavily, I slid down the side of the kayak and settled on the sand, pulling my knees up against my chest and rewrapping the towel around myself so all but my head and toes were covered.
 
   Zo’s really back. Joy swelled in my chest until I thought I might burst, spilling down my cheeks in the form of happy tears.
 
   She’s really back…my Zo. Smiling and crying silently, I stared out at the lake and simply felt happy.
 
   Zoe returned a few minutes later, placing a pair of scissors and a brush on top of my upraised knees before sitting on the sand in front of me, her back to me. “Have at it, D. And for God’s sake stop crying.” But she said it with a smile evident in her voice.
 
   I freed my arms from my terrycloth straightjacket and wiped away the wetness coating my cheeks. “I know, I know…I’m such a crybaby.”
 
   “It’s alright, D. That’s why I love ya.”
 
   I cleared my throat and moved the scissors and brush to the sand beside me before shifting my legs so I was sitting cross-legged. I straightened my back and started brushing the tangles out of Zoe’s ridiculously long hair.
 
   “Ow,” she said when I tugged on a particularly stubborn snarl.
 
   Breathing out forcefully, I said in a sing-song voice, “Which is precisely why we’re cutting it…”
 
   We fell into companionable silence while I continued to brush. Minutes passed with only the sound of dogs barking in the distance and seagulls cawing overhead.
 
   “So,” Zoe said, drawing out the word. “How have you been sleeping?”
 
   I paused mid-stroke. “Why are you asking me when you already know?” I said softly.
 
   “Because I’d like you to tell me.” She paused. “I don’t want to snoop…unless I have to.”
 
   I finished the stroke, then started to part her hair down the middle. “I thought you couldn’t help it…”
 
   Zoe started drawing shapes in the sand to the right of her. “I guess it’s different now. I can shut it off a lot easier, thank God.”
 
   I sighed in agreement. “Seriously.” I quickly added, “No offense.”
 
   “You should’ve told someone about drifting, Dani.” Zoe’s voice was harsher than I’d expected, but not harsher than I deserved. “If I hadn’t known…”
 
   Setting the brush down on my knee, I smoothed Zoe’s hair down her back and picked up the scissors. “I know.” I closed my eyes and shook my head, wishing I could make the weeks of drifting disappear so I no longer had to remember how good it felt. “Believe me, I know. I’m just lucky that you were still looking out for me, even if you weren’t really you while you were doing it.”
 
   I put the scissors down on my other knee and wrapped my arms around Zoe’s shoulders, pressing my cheek against her wet hair. “Thank you for saving me.”
 
   Zoe cleared her throat. “Please just promise me you’ll tell me if you need me…if you can’t do it on your own, or if Jason nulling you doesn’t help…” She swallowed loudly. “I can’t lose you, D.”
 
   I nodded, messing up the smooth, damp curtain of hair I’d so carefully arranged down her back. “I promise,” I told her before pulling away and picking up the brush again to straighten out her hair.
 
   Minutes later, I’d snipped off over a foot of hair and was setting in to evening out what would eventually be a decently fashionable, yet practical, shoulder-length haircut. I paused and peeked over her shoulder so I could see the side of her face. “Do you want to see how much I cut off?”
 
   “I don’t know, do I?” she asked rhetorically.
 
   I picked up a chunk and tossed it over her shoulder so it landed on the sand in front of her.
 
   “Holy. Crap. That’s like a foot and a half…”
 
   I laughed. “I know, right?” Under my breath, I grumbled, “Now, if I could only get Vanessa to let me chop off that rat’s nest she calls hair…”
 
   Zoe snorted and started to turn her head to look over her shoulder at me.
 
   “Hold still, Zo…unless you want a funky asymmetrical hairstyle.”
 
   “Oh, sorry.” She faced forward again. After a long pause, she asked, “So, has Carlos told you anything about them?”
 
   I frowned. “Such as…?”
 
   “I was just curious if he shared his story with you, is all…what happened to his sister and Annie…and his brother.”
 
   My frown deepened, verging on scowl territory. “Jesse? No, not really. Before yesterday, I knew he had a sister…but that’s about all I knew about his family.” I shook my head slowly.
 
   “Maybe you should ask him about it. I’m sure he could use someone to talk to.”
 
   “You won’t tell me?”
 
   Zoe shook her head, and I had to retrieve the brush to straighten her hair out…again.
 
   “Please, Zo…pretty please,” I said, my voice purposely whiny.
 
   “If you really want me to, I will, but I think you should talk to him about it first. It’s not really my place, ya know?”
 
   I nodded and, realizing she couldn’t see me, said, “Yeah, okay.”
 
   As I finished Zoe’s haircut, my mind whirled with possible scenarios for how Vanessa and Annie had ended up living with a pack of wolves and wild dogs in the mountainous woods to the east of Lake Tahoe. Whatever the actual story ended up being, I was certain it wouldn’t be good.
 
    
 
   ~~~~~
 
    
 
   “Hey,” I said as I approached Carlos. He, Vanessa, and Annie were sitting at a picnic table just outside the stable, snacking on beef jerky and packaged cheese and crackers. The trio had been easy enough to find, what with Annie’s mind being one of the few human minds I could actually sense.
 
   “Thanks for taking care of everything,” I told him.
 
   Looking up, Carlos nodded. He finished chewing before asking, “How’s Zoe? Is she really back to normal?”
 
   I laughed softly and swung my leg over one side of the picnic table to straddle the same bench Annie was sitting on. “She’s good. Really good.”
 
   Carlos was sitting directly across from me, keeping a close eye on his sister, whose hands were still bound, but not so restrictively that she couldn’t feed herself. His features were drawn, making him look older and wearier than I’d ever seen him. He’d been keeping his distance since we first arrived in Tahoe; I’d assumed it was because of the unexpected appearance of his sister, but now I suspected it was more than that. Though we were a few miles from the place that had hosted what was undeniably the most traumatic month of his life, we were pretty damn close. It would’ve been stupid to think his proximity to that place wouldn’t dredge up painful memories…wouldn’t haunt him.
 
   “So, how are you doing?” I asked tentatively. “Being back here and all…?”
 
   Carlos lowered his eyes, looking at the ground beside the table. “I don’t want to talk about it.”
 
   The wind shifted, and I caught a whiff of the delightful odor that was so distinctly Vanessa’s. I wrinkled my nose.
 
   “You don’t have to stay with us,” Carlos said, meeting my eyes then glancing at his sister. “I know it’s not the, uh, nicest place to be right now…and you should be with Zoe.”
 
   I raised one shoulder and half smiled. “It’s cool. I got her all to myself for the first few hours. It’s time to share.” I shifted my attention to Annie, who had processed cheese product smeared all over the lower half of her right cheek.
 
   She grinned at me, still gnawing on a piece of dried and salted meat.
 
   Pressing my lips together in a disapproving line, I said, “You’re a mess, you know that?”
 
   Annie nodded enthusiastically.
 
   I snorted and rolled my eyes. “What am I going to do with you?”
 
   Setting the remainder of her half-eaten jerky on the table, Annie declared, “Full!” She squirmed off the bench and ran toward the three canines—two wolves and one dog—who were lounging in the woods nearby. They were precisely the reason I’d left Jack back at the lodge with Jason, who was, once again, meeting with Holly and Hunter.
 
   “Don’t go far,” I told Annie, then repeated the same command to the canines, adding a request that they keep her safe and bring her back before dark. All the members of Snowflake’s pack were protective enough of Annie—young two-legs, as they called her—that I knew she would be safe with them, and more comfortable than if I forced her to be around the other human members of my group.
 
   When I turned back to Carlos, I found him watching me. “You’re not gonna go after her?”
 
   I shook my head, frowning the tiniest bit. “They’ll keep her safe, and she’ll come back…even if she doesn’t want to.”
 
   “Listen, Dani…” Carlos hesitated briefly. He stared down at the uneven wooden surface of the table. “Annie’s not your responsibility. You don’t have to take her in and, you know, be her mom or whatever…not if you don’t want to.”
 
   “I don’t mind,” I said, pretty sure I meant it. “It’s not like there’s anyone else really cut out to take care of a kid like her. Except for Ralph, I suppose…” I shrugged.
 
   Carlos’s brow furrowed. “Well, you don’t have to, so if you change your mind, I’ll—” He took a deep breath, then sat up straighter as if the breath had given him strength, helped him decide. “I’ll take care of her.”
 
   Now, why the hell would he say that? I studied the handsome young man with world-weary features sitting across from me, feeling nothing but compassion and sympathy and the kind of love I felt for Zoe…and one hell of a dose of curiosity. “Who is she, Carlos?” She had to be someone to him, based on what Zoe had implied.
 
   He laughed dryly and shook his head, staring off into the woods near where Annie had disappeared. “Just some kid we found…at the beginning.” He glanced at his sister, his lips curving into a smile filled with regret. “Nessa and me, all we had was each other at first. Then we found Annie, and then my brother showed up…and then we made the mistake of coming down here.” He looked at me.
 
   I tilted my head to the side and searched his guarded eyes. “So, why did you guys come all the way down here?”
 
   Carlos inhaled and opened his mouth.
 
   “To be safe!” Vanessa exclaimed, cutting him off before he could say anything. “Huh, Jesse?” She was staring at a space beyond the end of the picnic table as though somebody were standing there. She cackled for a moment, which seemed to be her go-to response to pretty much anything, then grew serious and started nodding. “It was mean of that guy to shoot you.” Her eyes shifted, and she glared at Carlos. “It’s not nice to shoot people.”
 
   “Uh…” I frowned. “What’s she talking about?”
 
   Carlos heaved a huge sigh. “Jesse, our brother, kept talking about this place in Tahoe where there were a bunch of survivors and shit. So, when we realized there was nothing left for us up in Yakima, we decided to come down here.” He shrugged. “Turned out this guy—Cole—had made Jesse bring us down here…like with mind control.” Carlos cleared his throat, his eyes becoming glassy, his gaze distant. “He shot Jesse when we got here—killed him—and then made me shoot at Nessa, but the bullet barely touched her arm. At least she was able to get away with Annie before I could really hurt her.”
 
   I stared at him and his sister, at a loss for words.
 
   “I know she’s a Crazy,” he said, turning his face to watch Vanessa continue her conversation with a hallucination of their dead brother. “But I have to take care of her.” He returned his gaze to me, his expression sorrowful but determined. “If that means I have to leave the rest of you…”
 
   I reached across the table and took hold of his hand, strip of beef jerky and all. “Don’t be an idiot. You’re family.”
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   With my eyes closed and my fingers playing with the onyx fringe of Shadow’s mane, I turned my face to the sun and basked in its warm rays. I groaned in springtime-euphoria. I’d been impatiently waiting for spring for months, and now, like everything else that seemed to have popped up over the past month, it was finally here.
 
   Amid my impromptu sunbathing, I could hear little blackbirds chirping. I knew from the couple of hours Shadow and I had been standing like sentinels outside the feed store that the blackbirds were hopping around the parking lot, looking for dropped seeds in and around the discarded food bins and perched on the forgotten forklifts behind the store.
 
   Opening my eyes, I watched them, careless and oblivious to all that had happened in the world. One blackbird in particular had decided we weren’t nearly as threatening as the rest of his friends thought, and he was venturing closer and closer…only to fly away when Shadow flicked his tail. Maybe next time I should bring my sketchbook. While what I was doing was important—keeping my feelers open for any approaching danger—it was a good time to sketch, to document and write down what we were finding, what we’d seen, and what we’d learned about surviving.
 
   Typically, being on intruder watch meant I needed to be on high alert, but now I was so in tune with my Ability—a result of all the electrotherapy sessions—that it was easy to multitask, at least so far. It had been over two weeks since we’d left Lake Tahoe, two weeks since I’d told Dani that my Ability felt different, and only now did I know to what extent. Now, as we neared the coast, it seemed that using my Ability had become effortless.
 
   I could cast my feelers out for any unsettling minds that wandered too close. I didn’t need my eyes to know when danger was near because I could sense people—their emotions, their memories…the essence of who they were. I could reach further distances, a solid mile at least, and I didn’t have to worry about learning things others wanted to keep private unless I was purposefully looking. I could separate memories from emotions like they were oil and water. I could turn my Ability on and off at will.
 
   Along with my memory returning, I was able to get back into a routine that felt more…me. I still helped Dani manage the horses each day and helped Ky scout for danger up ahead when we needed to find a place to rest each night, but I’d also earned myself a spot on a scavenging team whenever an extra scout was needed. I’d resumed self-defense and archery training just as intensely as I’d been doing before losing my memory and helping Harper gather and organize medical supplies when the opportunity presented itself. I had a purpose again, but even though I felt useful, something still felt off…
 
   Leaning against Shadow, feeling his coarse mane between my fingers as I idly combed through it, I gazed out at the lowering sun. I’d seen many stunning sunsets over the past few months—traveling through Colorado, Utah, Nevada, and now through Northern California—but this sunset felt different, like it meant something. I figured it was just my antsiness that made it feel different, because tomorrow, I would go home.
 
   Home. It was a place I both longed and loathed to visit. Returning there was one of the most petrifying things I could think of doing, more disturbing than seeing a wall of corpses and more unsettling than having a gun pointed at my face.
 
   And my dreams had returned, haunting me like they used to. Sometimes my mom had a face, but it was distorted and permanently etched in a sneer, her voice cold and flat and menacing. Other times, she resembled herself—Dr. Wesley—but the malevolent gleam in her eyes continued to disturb me, even when I was awake. But none of those dreams were as horrible as the truth. My mom is alive. She created the Virus. She lives with the General. She has a family with him…
 
   I let out a frustrated sigh. I needed to go home. It was all I had left of my dad, and I needed to say goodbye, and somehow I needed to leave all the disquieting memories of my past behind when I closed the front door for the final time.
 
   No matter how honorable my mom’s intentions had been twenty-five years ago, she still killed billions of innocent people to save Jason, Dad, and me. She took Becca from Jake, Grams from Dani, and Dad from me…and I hated her for that. Part of me wondered how I could hate her when she was my mom, but the rest of me wondered how I could possibly forgive her. Was I even supposed to try? The questions looped through my mind, making it impossible to think of much else. Every time I thought I’d come to terms with my feelings toward her, thought I’d settled in to despising her, forgiveness and longing threatened to wash away all my anger and fear.
 
   Shadow turned to me, nudging my belt buckle with his nose. He let out a chuff of air, and his impatience made me smile.
 
   “Uh-oh, was I neglecting you?” His eyes blinked sleepily as I began stroking his sleek, muscled neck. “So sorry. What was I thinking?”
 
   …about Mom and why I can’t forgive her. I had to continuously remind myself that she was a horrible person. I couldn’t just forgive her for what she’d done…what she was still doing. But it was never as simple as black and white, because I couldn’t truly hate her, either. She was also the person who saved me, who helped save Dani…she was my mom.
 
   Diverting my thoughts to something less unsettling, I stretched my feelers a bit and focused on the mood inside the feed store, where Jake, Chris, and Ky were gathering the last of the horse tack, grain, and assorted pet food we needed for the dogs and goats. Inside, the team’s mood seemed pleasant enough, so I let them be, happy to be out in the sunshine on my own.
 
   It was nice to get away from camp every once in a while—mostly because I felt like an ass around Tavis, no matter how nice he was about my momentary fickleness and mixed messages. Nothing had happened between us, not really. But I was kicking myself for putting everyone in an awkward position. And being around Sarah was hard, too. She’d been such a loyal, kind friend, and I’d gone snooping around in her mind, finding nothing to make me feel uneasy, and yet I still did. She wasn’t stupid; she knew I was acting differently around her, and I hated that I couldn’t tell her why.
 
   Wiping the moisture from my brow, I glanced down at Shadow. “Is it just me or is it getting too hot in the sun?” He simply stared ahead, his head hanging languorously as his eyelids grew heavier. “Come on,” I said. “Let’s park it in the shade.”
 
   Welcoming any form of movement, Shadow perked right up as we headed to the shade of a few eucalyptus trees lining the side of the lot. I loosened Shadow’s reins so he could graze on a small patch of weeds growing beneath the trees.
 
   At the sound of a dull thump behind me, I glanced over my shoulder to find Jake loading two large bags of dog food into the cart.
 
   “Is that the last of it?” I asked. It was his ninth trip to the cart, and I wasn’t sure how much more we could really carry.
 
   Jake grunted. “Close, I hope. They’re picking out a pair of chaps to take back to Harper.”
 
   I pouted my bottom lip. “And they didn’t invite me?”
 
   Wiping his hands off on his jeans, Jake walked toward me, a heart-stopping smile curving his lips. I liked the appraising way he studied me now—my old boots donned, my tank top and jeans, my new haircut. He acted like he was still trying to get used to me being back to me, even though it had been a couple weeks.
 
   “It’s going to be a beautiful sunset tonight,” I said, trying to stay in the moment.
 
   “Yeah?” Jake came around behind me and wrapped his arms around my waist.
 
   “You smell like a barn,” I said, wiping away the loose alfalfa flakes and grain dust from his arms.
 
   He squeezed me more tightly. “Is that good or bad?” It was so wonderful to feel him again…not the Jake who’d accepted the other me and loved me the best he could, but my Jake.
 
   “Oh, it’s good,” I said, a devious lilt to my voice. I craned my neck so I could see him.
 
   “You’re so weird.”
 
   I shrugged. “I can’t help it. It’s true. It’s nostalgic, I think…it reminds me of when we were back at the ghost town.” I eyed him, waiting for the memory of the morning we first made love to click into place in his mind.
 
   Shaking his head, he let out a soft chuckle.
 
   “Wanna sit down and watch the sun sink behind the hills with me?” I asked.
 
   His amber eyes met mine again. They looked molten in the dying sunlight. He grinned wryly. “Aren’t you supposed to be working?”
 
   “Ha. Ha. You’re so funny. I can do two things at once, you know. Watching a sunset isn’t overly exerting.”
 
   “Only two things, huh?” His smile broadened. “Can you do more than two things at once?” he asked, his voice holding a seductive edge that made it impossible not to smile back. He kissed the side of my neck.
 
   “I’m determined to,” I said, closing my eyes and wishing we could be alone for a few hours. “Ky will feel anything I miss…” I lost my train of thought as Jake brushed my hair away from the back of my neck, trailing his lips up and down my skin, bringing chills to its surface. I felt him smile against my neck, and I shivered.
 
   “I wouldn’t want to risk your spot on the scavenging team,” he said with feigned seriousness. “You’re in a probation period right now, and you’re already failing miserably.”
 
   I barked a laugh. “Entrapment, huh?” Prying his hands from around me, I stepped away and turned to face him completely. Jake’s response was a mere wink, and I shook my head. “You’re a horrible tease,” I said and dropped his hands.
 
   Entwining my fingers with Jake’s, I plopped down against one of the tree trunks, tugging him down with me. Only, he resisted.
 
   I looked up at him. “You joining me?” I asked, tucking my hair behind my ear.
 
   He raised an eyebrow and gave me a sidelong glance. “You’re gonna get me fired from the scavenging team. I’m supposed to be working.”
 
   I rolled my eyes. “Doing what? Shopping for chaps to wear with Harper?” I let out a tiny laugh at the thought. “We can enjoy a sunset while they’re doing that. Besides…” I patted the space next to me. “We can consider this research.”
 
   “Research?” he asked, lowering himself down beside me. The scent of him filled my senses again, leather and hay and something minty.
 
   “We can experiment,” I said, letting my voice drop to a seductive purr.
 
   Jake positioned himself behind me, leaning back against the tree trunk and urging me to rest against him.
 
   With one of his arms across my middle and the other draped casually over his bent knee, I twisted around to see the face that made my insides burn with welcomed desire. “We can test the multitasking facet of my Ability…see how much I can exert myself while staying focused and alert.”
 
   He chuckled, a low, easy sound that made it impossible not to swoon. It was so good to hear him laugh.
 
   “You don’t think so?” I let out a soft chuckle of my own and leaned back against him again.
 
   “I think it’s a great idea…when we don’t have an audience.”
 
   “If you say so,” I said, only partially dejected. “Maybe next time.” There was something thrilling about flirting with Jake. He was so strong and serious most of the time that goading him was like tempting a lion; beneath his rugged beauty was a physical prowess and hunger that made him dangerously alluring.
 
   Refocusing on the lowering sun, I marveled at the bright orange already streaking across the sky, at the clouds cast in a rosy hue. “Look at that,” I said, gazing up at the frosted sky that looked good enough to eat. “I couldn’t sketch something so beautiful if I tried.”
 
   I rested my head back against his shoulder, losing myself in the sound of his deep, even breathing and the strong, thrumming bass of his heartbeat. I sighed in contentment and closed my eyes.
 
   Jake lowered his lips to my ear. “What are you thinking about?” he whispered. Before I could answer, his mouth gently brushed the side of my neck again, sending another wave of shivers rushing over my skin.
 
   “Is that so,” he said, his voice light with amusement.
 
   I could never get tired of this… Opening my eyes briefly, I saw the sky was glowing poppy red, and I closed them again.
 
   “You’re tired.” Tenderly, Jake brushed a stray wisp of hair from my face.
 
   I yawned in answer, and snuggled up closer to him.
 
   Abruptly, his body tensed against me, and I opened my eyes to peer up at him.
 
   “Is it the dreams?” he asked.
 
   Righting myself, I let out a dallying breath and glanced around at the parking lot—the blackbirds had gone for the night, and Chris and Ky were still inside, Chris’s laughter carrying on the light breeze. “I’m fine. It’s just taking some time to acclimate, I think.”
 
   Jake remained quiet, thoughtful, which meant he didn’t buy it. He knew about my dreams about my mom; he’d been the one to comfort me almost every night since my memory returned, despite his own feelings about her.
 
   The longer Jake was quiet, leaving me with only the slightly increased thumping of his heart against my palm flattened on his chest, the more desperate and terrified I was to know what he was thinking. But I didn’t pry…I didn’t peek. I already knew how he felt, and as much as I could understand his resentment toward my mom, I couldn’t bear feeling it.
 
   Finally, he broke the silence. “We haven’t talked about anything since your memory’s come back.” His fingers brushed the exposed skin on my arm.
 
   Lifting my palm from his chest, I studied the dirt on both of my hands, uncertain what to say. Every topic would lead back to my mom, back to more reasons for him to hate her.
 
   “We need to,” he said, a hint of frustration in his voice. “Something’s upsetting you…is it her?”
 
   Sitting up, I turned to face him. “The shit I’m going through now is nothing you can help me with. I’m sorry, Jake, but it’s…it’s complicated.”
 
   “Your mom…” He frowned. “I know—”
 
   “I can’t hate her Jake, she’s my mom. I’ve barely even talked to her…”
 
   Jake’s eyebrows drew together, and he leaned forward, his muscles straining as he pivoted me completely around to face him. “You’d be surprised how easy it is.” For a brief moment I saw the images of his own mother, a woman with a classic beauty that was washed out by years of drug use.
 
   Jake’s features relaxed, and his eyes turned pleading. “But I don’t expect you to, Zoe. I know what it means to you to have her back.”
 
   Of its own accord, my mind opened itself to his, searching for the truth in his words.
 
   “But you hate her,” I said hollowly.
 
   Jake didn’t have to say anything, I already knew it was true.
 
   “What happens if I can’t hate her for what she did?” I asked, bitterness riddling my voice…bitterness at my mom for putting me in this fucking situation, and bitterness with myself for seeking what, deep down, I knew I would never have: a real mom. “What if I never can?” I’d finally asked him the single most important question I’d been obsessing over for the past week, but I didn’t avert my gaze, and I didn’t close myself off from him. I needed to feel the truth, to know if things were going to change between us because of her.
 
   Our faces only inches apart, Jake asked me very softly, “What are you afraid of?”
 
   A dark, loitering doubt harbored in my heart refused to go away.
 
   “That I’ll leave? That I’ll resent you? Why can’t you trust me—us?” His voice was gentler than I’d expected.
 
   “Is it so hard to believe that I would worry about you resenting me because of who I am? What happens if I forgive her? What happens if I want her to be in my life?”
 
   Jake shook his head. “That won’t happen.”
 
   “And how do you know?”
 
   “You could never truly forgive her, not after what she’s done to you, to your family,” he said. “I know you’re scared, this is all new and confusing for you…I get that. But you won’t forgive her. You won’t choose her.”
 
   “You don’t know that.”
 
   Jake leaned back against the tree, his body rigid and a scowl on his face. “I know you. You won’t risk everyone you love, everyone who’s been there for you, for her.” He paused. “You won’t risk Dani.” Slowly, his arms wrapped around me, and he pulled me into him. “I’m in this with you. We’ll figure it out as we go.”
 
   His tone was so adamant, his gaze so determined, that I could only trust him, trust my heart, despite the difficulties I knew lay in store for me…for us. Allowing my hope to bloom into a small smile, I shrugged. “You’re probably right, but I won’t know for sure until after tonight.”
 
   In the shadows of the dusk light, I watched Jake’s eyebrows draw together. “What’s tonight?”
 
   I hesitated. “Gabe’s taking me to talk to her.”
 
    
 
   ~~~~~
 
    
 
   “So,” Gabe said, standing in front of me on the same stretch of beach he’d constructed the last time he’d entered my dreams, before Dani, Jason, and the others had joined us outside Cañon City. “Is it all you expected and more?” He glanced around at the dream world surrounding us.
 
   I smiled nervously, my emotions a dangerous mixture that had me second-guessing my decision to do this. “At least there’s no unnerving replica of Dani sitting beside me this time.”
 
   Gabe laughed. “I forgot about that. You didn’t like my Dani avatar?”
 
   I shook my head.
 
   Gabe waited for a moment, no doubt giving me time to change my mind and go back to dreams that didn’t include meeting my mom for the first time while I was actually me.
 
   Finally, he said, “Are you ready?”
 
   Taking a deep breath, I shrugged. I’d come too far to change my mind when I was so close. “Ready as I’ll ever be.”
 
   He smirked. “I’ve heard you say that before,” he muttered. “Let’s go find her.”
 
   Reaching out, I touched Gabe’s arm. “Hey, Gabe?”
 
   He stilled mid-step, glanced down at where my hand rested on his arm, then at me.
 
   “Thank you for doing this.”
 
   Gabe smiled. “Say my name when you’re ready, and we’ll try to visit some of the members of the Bodega Bay Town Council before we call it a night.”
 
   I nodded, and the next thing I knew, it was late afternoon, and I was standing in my backyard at my childhood home in Bodega Bay. A young Jason swung in the tire swing hanging from the cypress tree next to the deck. The sight made my chest tighten. There were so many memories in that house, so much loneliness.
 
   I watched as Jason swung lazily back and forth, oblivious to me standing there. He was a pretty cute kid for being such a butthead, and part of me thought I could see a little bit of my dad in him at that age, something I’d never really picked up on before.
 
   But as strange as it was to be home and to be watching my brother as a small child, it wasn’t true to life, making it more disturbing than nostalgic. The difference was that my dad was standing behind Jason, playing the role of the attentive father spending time with his son in the yard after a day spent in his woodshop. His work clothes looked true to life, and the tousled, light brown hair he’d always run his fingers through was appropriate. But Dad standing with Jason while he played in the yard was unlikely. If anything, Jason often went to the tire swing to get away from Dad—at least he had in his later years.
 
   Scanning the rest of the yard, I froze.
 
   I’d tried to prepare myself to see her, but my heart still thudded in my chest when I saw my mom sitting on the edge of the deck. She wore dark slacks and a white button-down shirt as if she had just come home from work herself. She was watching my dad and Jason so intently, with such longing, I felt it bleeding my soul.
 
   Unlike the single photograph I had of her, she appeared tired, her eyes devoid of the peaceful glow that I knew once filled them.
 
   Like she could suddenly feel my greedy stare devouring the sight of her, she scanned the breadth of the yard until she found me.
 
   Remembering the emotional woman who’d saved me in the golf course, I’d expected her expression to give something away, to show some sign of the emotions that had filled her eyes but that I hadn’t been able to understand at the time. But now, her expression was surprisingly blank.
 
   Slowly, she rose to her feet and took a half a dozen steps toward me, her eyes holding mine the entire time. She stopped a few feet away.
 
   I tried to think about what I wanted to say to her. I had a hundred questions, each of which I was scared to learn the answers to: Does some small part of her love the General at all? Did she ever try to come back to us? Does she regret everything she’s done? Will Jason and I ever be safe? Does she love Peter more than us?
 
   “Zoe,” she said quietly in greeting. “You seem…better.”
 
   I nodded absently but wondered exactly what that meant. Better? Than when—the last time she saw me?
 
   “Are you alright?”
 
   I looked up at her, and the weight of my trepidation, curiosity, longing, and confusion surged to life, nearly overwhelming me to the point of speechlessness. Just looking at her made me want to cry. I swallowed thickly. “I can’t believe I’m standing next to you…after all this time…”
 
   Her face softened, and she offered me a weak smile.
 
   I stared into her piercing blue-green eyes and wanted so badly to know what she was thinking, to know what she was feeling, to know that my presence affected her more than the guarded expression on her face allowed her to show, but my Ability didn’t work inside the dream world.
 
   After studying me in return, she made a sweeping gesture toward the back deck. “Do you want to sit down?”
 
   With only a couple feet that felt like a mile between us, we started toward the steps of the deck.
 
   “I like the new haircut,” she said, her voice lighter than I’d expected.
 
   “Thanks.” It was an automatic response. “I needed a change.”
 
   “I can imagine.”
 
   I knew I’d caught her off guard by showing up in her dream, but I’d expected our first real conversation would include more than idle chatter about my hair. Maybe some tears or an embrace, but she was composed and hesitant.
 
   Slowly, she climbed to the top step and sat down. She clasped her hands together and rested them on her knee like we were two strangers having an uncomfortable conversation. We were two strangers, but she was also my mom, and I was her daughter.
 
   I sat on the second-to-last step and leaned against the railing. “I didn’t know it could feel worse,” I thought aloud.
 
   She straightened as if she were bracing herself for a verbal lashing. “That what could feel worse?” she asked tentatively.
 
   “The loneliness.”
 
   Her brow tensed. “I don’t pretend to know what you’ve gone through,” she said a bit tenderly. “But I’m glad you came.”
 
   I felt a rekindle of hope. “You are?”
 
   She nodded. “I assumed that once your memory returned and you truly understood everything I’ve done, well, I suppose I assumed you would never want to see me again. So you can imagine my surprise.”
 
   “But you’re my mom,” I said a little breathily. “I’ve wanted to know you my entire life.” As I sat there with sweating palms and a racing heart, she appeared mostly unaffected, and I realized she was right—she had no idea what I’d gone through without her, how I felt now sitting only feet from her.
 
   Needing to look away, to grasp onto my thoughts and feelings before I lost myself to them completely, I stared down at the vibrant redwood slats beneath me. Her version of the yard, her version of my family, was so much different than I remembered it. “The backyard doesn’t really look like this anymore,” I said.
 
   “No?”
 
   I shook my head, picking diligently at a blemish in the wood grain. “The deck’s sun-bleached now and rotting in some spots. When Jason left for the Army, Dad sort of stopped taking care of the place.”
 
   Remembering one particular night of clandestine adventures with Dani, I leaned back and over the length of the step above me, searching the railing for a part of my past.
 
   “What are you doing?” she asked, sounding genuinely curious.
 
   When I didn’t see anything but smooth wood, I sighed, unsure why I’d expected one of my memories to be reflected in her dream. “Dani and I carved our initials in this support post one day.” I laughed softly, bitterly. “Dad pretended to be upset, but I knew he didn’t really care. He didn’t care much about anything…”
 
   “I didn’t realize he would take my leaving the way he did,” she said. “If I would have known—”
 
   “You wouldn’t have left?”
 
   She looked down to her hands, avoiding my gaze.
 
   “Would you still have left us if you knew Dad was going to be such a wreck?”
 
   Straightening minimally, she gave me a brief nod. “I didn’t have a choice, Zoe.” Her voice was low, but pleading.
 
   “What about now? We know about you—what you’ve done—and we’re willing to take the risk. You don’t have to stay with him, you don’t have to be a part of it anymore…we can try to salvage our family,” I said, my vision beginning to blur.
 
   “I’m sorry, Zoe, but I can’t leave. Peter needs me and I—”
 
   “You would stay with them, the General and his son, and forget about us?”
 
   She seemed to deflate. “I could never forget about you and your brother,” she said. Her voice was thin and her eyes gleamed.
 
   “Then come back…” I hated the desperation in my voice, but I couldn’t help it.
 
   She reached out for me, her warm hand gently clasping my shoulder. “It’s not so easy, Zoe, you have to understand.”
 
   “Then tell me. Why? Why can’t you leave Peter? Leave the General? Why didn’t you come with me when you saved me from Clara? Do you love your new life, your new family, so much? Do you—”
 
   “He’s sick, Zoe.”
 
   My mouth was open, but there were no words.
 
   “Peter needs to stay at the Colony, and I won’t leave him. Please, don’t ask me to abandon another one of my children, to leave him in Gregory’s hands.” She shook her head, a tear escaping down her cheek, and she swiftly brushed it away. “I won’t lose another child because of my past decisions.” She hesitated. “I’m sorry.” This time her tone was a bit colder.
 
   I nodded. Not in understanding, but because I guess I never really thought she’d come back to us. Otherwise she would’ve already found a way.
 
   “Bring him with you,” I blurted. “We’ll figure things out…you’re all we have left. I don’t—”
 
   “He has to stay in the Colony, Zoe. There are things he needs, things I couldn’t give him if we were anywhere else.”
 
   I struggled to swallow the lump thickening in my throat. I tried to feel sympathy for Peter, the half-brother I’d never met, but he was nothing to me. The knowledge that my mom was sitting in front of me and refusing to rejoin what remained of our family was too painful to ignore. “Now that you have Peter”—I wrung my hands in my lap—“do you still regret leaving us?” Despite the drumming of my heart and the sound of my own voice echoing in my ears, all I could focus on was her answer.
 
   Her brow furrowed. “Of course I do. I wish things had been different—that I could’ve watched you and Jason grow up, that I could’ve been a part of your lives. But I don’t regret leaving to save you. How could I?”
 
   Trying to ignore the burning ache in my chest, I latched onto my resentment. “Why did you even have kids?” I bit out. “How could you when you knew you’d never be safe? Now, everyone’s dead or crazy, and we’re worried about Monitors and the General finding us.” My voice ricocheted in the stillness of her dream.
 
   Jason and Dad were suddenly gone, and it was just my mom and me sitting together in a setting she seemed so out of place in, my future juxtaposed with my past.
 
   “I understand that you’re angry,” she said softly. “I don’t blame you.”
 
   Shaking my head, a whimsical thought left my lips. “None of this would’ve happened if you’d just stayed.”
 
   “You all would be dead if I had stayed. I had to go.” I could hear her frustration, but I ignored it.
 
   I reminded her of her own words. “You told Dani that Herodson would’ve found someone else to create the Virus even if you hadn’t.” I stood, unable to sit so close to her any longer.
 
   “There are always what-ifs and maybes. I can’t go back and change my decisions. Knowing you’re alive means more—”
 
   “Alive? Barely,” I spat. “Everything changed the day you left, can’t you see that?” Resentment made it difficult to speak. “Dad, Jason, me…we weren’t a family, not really. Dad was never around, and Jason and I never had a real relationship. All I had was Dani. While you…” I could barely say the words. “You started a new family…with him.”
 
   “Please understand that I’m sorry, God am I sorry, for all the pain I’ve caused you and your brother…”
 
   “But?”
 
   “But this is my life now, and I have to do what I can to make things right.”
 
   “Just not right with us,” I whispered.
 
   Her eyes shimmered, and her lips tensed as she swallowed. After a brief moment, she descended the steps and stopped in front of me. Hesitantly, she reached for my face. Her eyebrows lifted the barest amount as she wiped a tear from my cheek.
 
   I closed my eyes at the feeling of her touch; it was warm and comforting despite my mounting anger, and knowing it was the last time I’d ever see her, I burned the sensation into my memory.
 
   “Zoe, I’m so…” Her voice broke. “I’m so sorry I—”
 
   “Please don’t,” I said and slowly turned away from her before I completely lost control of myself.
 
   She made no move to stop me, and after I whispered Gabe’s name, my mom and the disturbing replica of my home disappeared.
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   DANI
 
   MAY 23, 1AE
 
   Bodega Bay, California
 
    
 
   It was the morning of the final day of our journey—finally—and I was holding open the stuff sack for our tent, waiting for Jason to shove the rolled-up mass of dark green nylon into it. Every morning, it seemed to be a personal goal of his to roll up the tent even tighter, to make it fill an even smaller space. I smiled.
 
   “Watch this,” Jason said with a smirk. He slipped the rolled-up tent into the stuff sack like the interior was lined with butter.
 
   I stifled my grin while I pulled the sack’s drawstring to close it tightly. “Wow…that’s a real talent you’ve got there.” I tossed the tent on the ground with our packs, saddlebags, and the other stuff sacks containing our sleeping gear. “You should start a tent-rolling league.”
 
   Jason crossed his arms and watched me as I pulled my hair free of its hair tie and bent over to smooth the wild curls back into a more secure ponytail.
 
   I straightened and stared back at him. “What? I’m absolutely, completely serious,” I said, batting my eyelashes. “You should totally do that.” My eyes widened, like I’d had a lightbulb moment. “It could be a game in the Post-Apocalyptic Olympics!”
 
   Jason’s eyes narrowed, the corner of his mouth curving up just enough to reveal the hint of a dimple. “You’re hilarious,” he said dryly and started toward me. He stopped with the toes of his boots almost touching mine, and simply stared down at me. “So damn funny…” His gaze flicked down to my lips, then returned to my eyes.
 
   I licked my lips, feeling the charge of desire building between us, electric and pulsing.
 
   Annie giggled and ran between us, causing Jason to take a step backward. He broke eye contact with me, looking around camp before bending over to pick up our camping gear. Briefly, his eyes met mine, still burning with unfulfilled desire and so much damn promise, before he started toward the barn where we’d stored the wagon, cart, and tack for the night.
 
   “We’re sure Bodega Bay’s clear?” he asked over his shoulder. “Absolutely sure?”
 
   Taking a deep, calming breath, I told my libido to shut the hell up and grabbed both sets of saddlebags, tossing one over my shoulder. I had to jog to catch up with Jason.
 
   “Yeah…or as sure as we can be.” Last night, Gabe and Zoe had met with some of the members of the Town Council, Bodega Bay’s ruling body, alerting them of our imminent arrival plans and double-checking how safe the area had been over the last few weeks. Around our breakfast campfire, they’d relayed what the members of the Town Council told them: they’d been doing daily sweeps of the area in and around the town, and they hadn’t seen any “Lost Ones”—the local survivors’ term for what we called “Crazies”—for over a month.
 
   Jason shot me a sideways glance. “And there’s still no contradictory reports from any of your scouts?”
 
   I shook my head. I’d confirmed the information Zoe and Gabe had passed on with the animals in the area. My furred and feathered informants hadn’t caught a whiff of any off-smelling two-legs for weeks. Beyond that, Ky and Zoe would be doing their usual mental sweep of the area once we were close enough, and that would hopefully provide double confirmation. Besides, if we couldn’t trust the survivors of our own hometown, who could we trust?
 
   We reached the barn, and Jason propped the heavy wooden door open, letting me enter before he did. He placed the stuff sacks in their usual place in the chuck wagon, his expression thoughtful.
 
   I watched him for a moment before setting our saddlebags on top of our respective saddles. When I turned to face him again, hands resting on my hips, I found him staring deeper into the barn, his eyebrows drawn together. Worry was written on his face, plain as day; he never allowed himself to be so expressive when the others were around.
 
   “What is it?”
 
   He looked at me and blinked, his usual guarded mask sliding back in place. “What if we lead him there?”
 
   I tilted my head to the side. “Herodson?” I frowned. “I don’t think we will, or at least, I don’t think he’ll follow us.”
 
   “You can’t know for sure.”
 
   Shaking my head, I exhaled heavily and moved to stand in front of Jason. I reached for his hands and wove our fingers together. “No. I can’t know for sure.” And if Becca can, she’s not saying anything about it. I peered up at him. “I can’t know anything for sure, except that I love you, and I want to find a place where we can settle down and be together”—I laughed softly—“with our crazy new family of superhuman freaks and just live.” I sighed. “I’m tired, Jason. We can’t run forever, and we can’t pretend that everyone else’s safety is our responsibility, because it’s not. The only people we’re responsible for are ourselves.”
 
   Jason’s gaze softened. “And Annie…”
 
   I smiled. “And Annie.”
 
    
 
   ~~~~~
 
    
 
   “Have you seen Jason?” I asked first Mase and Camille, who were moseying around the Bodega Bay Riders’ Ranch collecting firewood; then Carlos, who was setting up a stall in the stable to be a comfortable living-space-slash-prison-cell for his sister while Vanessa remained locked in the neighboring stall, chatting nonstop with nobody; then Chris and Harper, who were inside the ranch house, cleaning up the gory remnants of the attack that had spurred our early departure months ago so it was at least partially habitable for the few days we would be camping there; then Gabe and Sanchez, who were unloading gear from the cart and wagon.
 
   But nobody had seen Jason for nearly a half hour, not since we’d arrived at the ranch.
 
   I found Zoe just outside the stable’s pasture door, rubbing down the last of the horses with Sam. Her hair was up in a short ponytail, and she was wearing her usual dark, fitted tank top, jeans, and combat boots combo, making her appear both harder and more laid-back than she’d been the last few years.
 
   The weeks since leaving Tahoe had really been the only time we’d had together since the outbreak, and I was enjoying finding out all kinds of new things about my best friend. She was stronger, both physically and emotionally—instead of emerging shattered from a situation that would have broken most people, she’d come out more decisive, willful, and sure of herself—and she was more capable and confident than the Zoe I remembered, which made me smile. Art gallery and bartender Zoe seemed like a washed-out reflection of the vibrant, vivacious woman standing in front of me.
 
   I leaned one shoulder against the metal door frame. “Have you seen your brother?”
 
   Zoe’s face scrunched up, making her look constipated, before she turned away from me to continue brushing Shadow. I knew that face; it meant she was hiding something from me.
 
   “Zo…” Squinting, I visually scanned the part of the pasture that I could see while I telepathically scanned the rest of the pastureland around the ranch for Jason’s chestnut gelding. When I didn’t feel the unnamed horse’s mind anywhere, I expanded my search. Only then did I find him—in town, heading straight for our home street. “He’s going home? Why?” And why isn’t Zo going with him?
 
   “I don’t know?” Without looking at me, Zoe gestured inside the stable, indicating the stall immediately to the left of the doorway; it was the same stall that Wings had favored during our several-week stay on the ranch during the winter. “Just go after him already.” Zoe glanced at me over her shoulder, smirking. “You know that’s what you’re going to do anyway, and I’m not crazy enough to try to stop you, so…”
 
   Nodding, I strode to the stall doorway, where Wings stood with her head stuffed in a bucket that I could only assume contained oats or some other tasty snack. She lifted her head just enough to look me in the eye, murmured “Yum” in my mind, and returned to eagerly stuffing her face.
 
   I couldn’t bring myself to disturb her well-deserved rest by re-saddling her and asking her to carry me the mile or so between the ranch and Jason’s house. If I asked her, she would do it, but that didn’t make it right.
 
   “Enjoy, Pretty Girl,” I told her before leaving her to munch on her oats in peace.
 
   When I turned back to Zoe, I found her cinching Shadow’s saddle around his onyx belly.
 
   “Take him,” she said. “It was a short day, anyway, and he still seems a little antsy.”
 
   I frowned, feeling bad about delaying Shadow’s relaxation time, but after receiving his reassurance as well as Zoe’s that he would be okay with another short trip, I nodded. “Thanks, Zo.”
 
   She flashed me a grin that looked just a tiny bit forced. “Any time.”
 
   Several minutes later, I was riding Shadow down the gravel driveway at a walk. I left the stable through the door leading to the pasture. “Jack,” I said to my German shepherd. “I need you.”
 
   “With Pup,” he said, showing me an image of Annie, flanked by two dogs—Jack and Cooper—while she carried on an intense telepathic conversation with a mama loon, who was floating in the pond behind the ranch house.
 
   I briefly looped myself into their conversation, hearing the bird express her concerns about how much lower her pond was this spring than it had been the previous year.
 
   “I’m going to be gone for an hour or two,” I told Annie, interrupting her interspecies conversation. “Stay with Cooper…and don’t go any further from the house.”
 
   Annie responded with the telepathic equivalent of a pout.
 
   “I mean it,” I said, a warning in my mental voice.
 
   “Okay,” she agreed without any more fuss. I wasn’t sure if she was so easy to manage because her mind was more attuned to a pack structure like the mind of a wolf because of how fully she’d embraced drifting, because she’d lived among dogs and wolves for months, or because she was simply an easygoing kid, but I wasn’t about to complain.
 
   I let her know that I was pleased, then put our connection on the back burner, so I could speak only to Jack. “Leave Annie with Cooper and come find me.”
 
   “Yes, Mother.”
 
   About ten minutes later, I was swaying atop Shadow as he lazily clip-clopped down my street, the usual coastal fog hindering my view of the bay on the left, of the road up ahead, of the houses on the right…of pretty much everything.
 
   I’d been paying attention to the location of Jason’s horse while I rode. He’d been stopped several hundred yards up ahead, presumably at Jason’s house, but suddenly started moving further away.
 
   “That’s odd,” I mumbled. Is Jason going to my house?
 
   The only other logical explanation I could come up with was that he was heading out to the new town center, the marina near the end of the peninsula beyond our houses, to let the Town Council know we’d arrived. I shook my head. The Council already knew we were arriving today, and had given us permission to stay at the ranch until we met with them the following day.
 
   Which brought me back to the deduction that he was going to my house and gave rise to a hoard of questions, the first among them being—Why?
 
   Shadow, Jack, and I continued on through the fog, following Jason’s horse. When I sensed him stop moving again, I was certain about Jason’s destination.
 
   The shape of Jason’s horse formed in the fog as we approached my house. He was standing sentry in the front yard, his reins looped around the deck’s bannister. I dismounted a few yards away and spent several seconds attempting to puzzle out what Jason was doing at my house. And still, I came up with nothing…zip…nada.
 
   I glanced down at Jack, who was sitting patiently beside me. “I’m going in. Can you stay out here and keep an eye on things with Shadow and Nameless?” The poor horse’s moniker, or lack thereof, had become well known among the other animals, amusing them to no end.
 
   Jack barked as he stood and started wagging his tail.
 
   “Let me know if you sense danger.”
 
   He barked his affirmative.
 
   I made my way to the deck stairs, pausing to pick a sprig of lavender from one of the bushes bordering the railing before making my way up the wooden steps. I tried the doorknob but found it locked and quickly hurried back down the stairs and around to the back of the house, where Grams kept the spare key hidden in a flowerpot on the back deck.
 
   When the sole of my boot touched the first stair, the back door creaked open, and I stared up at it. The doorway was empty.
 
   “Jason?” I ascended the stairs and crossed the deck to the open door, the wooden boards groaning as I took each step. I paused in the doorway, peering around the bright, cheery—and empty—kitchen and adjoining dining room. There was no sign of Jason, other than the door being opened…which had to be him, right?
 
   I stepped over the threshold, feeling a little creeped out. The quietness was eerie, as was Jason’s apparent absence, and not even the comforting combination of cinnamon, chamomile, wax, and pine scents could ease my burst of anxiety.
 
   “Jason?” I repeated, a little louder. “Where are—”
 
   “Upstairs, Red,” he called, his voice seeming to float down the stairs and echo in the hallway leading to the back of the house.
 
   I jumped. Pressing my hand to my chest in a vain effort to still my now-racing heart, I hurried through the kitchen and down the hall, my footsteps sounding too loud on the linoleum and hardwood. I made my way up the carpeted stairway, taking the first few steps two at a time but slowing as I neared the top.
 
   “Jason, wha—” I stopped in the hallway just outside my bedroom, my mouth falling open as I stared at Jason through the open doorway. The little sprig of lavender slipped out of my fingers.
 
   There, in the center of the room, surrounded by my antique furniture and delicate ivory and lavender decor and wearing a pair of dark jeans and a white button-down shirt that looked far too pristine to be a part of his post-apocalyptic wardrobe, knelt Jason…on one knee…smiling a small, tight-lipped smile that altered the curve of his scar. It was a secret smile he only ever showed to me and, even then, only on rare occasions.
 
   My breath was nonexistent.
 
   Jason’s eyes seemed deeper, bluer, more intense than usual as he stared back at me. “The world’s gone to shit, and the only time I feel anything anymore is when I’m with you.” He chuckled, letting his dimple show. “The messed up part is, I feel better, happier, around you than I ever did back when the world was whole. I never thought I was capable of this—this…” He shook his head. “Of caring about someone so much that I would do anything for them, be anything for them…give up anything for them. But that’s how I feel every time I look at you.”
 
   Those sapphire eyes blazed into me. “As far as I’m concerned,” he said, “there’s you and me…and then there’s everyone else. You’re the only one I refuse to live without.”
 
   I swallowed, opening my mouth and shutting it again without saying a word.
 
   “Which is why I want to give you this,” he said, extending his fist. He turned his hand over and uncurled his fingers, revealing a tiny wooden circle resting on the center of his palm.
 
   A ring. Does that mean—
 
   “I can’t stand the idea of another day, another minute going by without you knowing—I mean really, truly knowing, deep in your bones—that I love you.” He fell silent, seeming to wait for me to do something, to say something.
 
   When I did neither, simply stood in the doorway, utterly dumbfounded, he rose and slowly made his way toward me. He stopped in front of me and gazed down at me, his eyes filled with so much warmth and hope and love and passion—too much.
 
   Tears welled in my eyes from the intensity of the emotions shining in those blue blue depths. “I—I…” I couldn’t find the right words, probably because I couldn’t wrap my mind around anything he’d just confessed.
 
   He reached his hand up to stroke the backs of his fingers down the side of my face. “Happy tears, I hope…”
 
   I nodded dumbly. They were the happiest tears that ever existed. They were the kind of tears that would run circles around smiles and giggles and laughter.
 
   Jason smiled, just a bit, and lowered his hand. “I’ve never been religious, and I know it’s not your thing either, but I also know how much you value your grandma’s culture”—he touched the Claddagh medallion lying snug and warm against my chest, then lowered his hand to brush his fingertips over the black Celtic knot tattooed on my wrist—“so I thought this would mean more to you than any ceremony or vows.” He raised his hand and once again opened it, giving me a better view of the ring.
 
   Made from a pale golden wood that was almost the color of honey and striated with slivers of brown, the ring had been carved by a deft hand into a more intricate and delicate piece of jewelry than I would have thought possible. Just like the silver medallion I wore around my neck at all times—a gift from my grandpa to Grams on their wedding night—the wooden ring had been carved into the shape of two hands holding a crowned heart. A Claddagh ring.
 
   I stared at it, wide-eyed and even more astonished than I’d been when I’d first caught sight of Jason down on one knee. “Jason, I—did you…did you make that?”
 
   “I did.” His voice was a quiet, low rumble, barely more than a whisper. “And this one.” Again, he raised his left hand, but this time he stopped short of touching my face. Another ring, twin to the one sitting on his palm in every way other than its larger size, had been fitted around his ring finger. The heart pointed inward, signifying that he was taken, that his heart belonged to someone. To me.
 
   Slowly shaking my head, I raised my eyes to meet his. “But when did you…?”
 
   “I had to do something during all those nights I was on watch.” He shrugged, dismissing what was easily the kindest, most generous and thoughtful gift anyone had ever given me as unimportant. “Might as well have been making something to show you that when I say I love you, I mean it…that when I tell you I want to be with you forever, not just right now, I mean it.”
 
   I wet my lips with my tongue, swallowing roughly before speaking. “God, I love you…and I want to be with you forever, too.” I raised my right hand, reaching for the little wooden ring with shaking fingers. I was breathing harder than usual, my heart beating faster than was necessary, as I slipped it onto my left ring finger, the heart pointing inward. It fit perfectly.
 
   The happiest tears on earth spilled over the brims of my eyelids, streaking down my cheeks as I smiled at Jason. I reached up, placing my hands on either side of his face, drinking in the wondrous sight of him, reddish scar and all. “And I want to be with you right now,” I whispered, standing on tiptoes as I pulled his head down.
 
   Our lips touched without any hesitancy, igniting a kiss that was filled with so much love and passion and wanting, that was so sustaining, so fulfilling, that I didn’t think either of us even needed air. Jason’s hands were on my cheeks and jaw, behind my neck, on my shoulders, snaking around my waist, moving wherever he needed them to be to pull me closer to him.
 
   We moved a few steps in some direction and suddenly a wall was against my back, and I was being sandwiched between it and the hard heat that was Jason’s body. His kiss was relentless, demanding more from me. Always more. His hands traveled down the sides of my body, blazing hot trails of desire that pooled low in my abdomen, smoldering, aching, needing. Those hands ended up on my backside, and with a solid grip, Jason lifted me, guiding my legs around his hips.
 
   We’d been here before, like this before, but we’d been interrupted by approaching Crazies. There were no more Crazies in the town, and I would be damned if I was about to let anything else get in the way of us consummating the epic exchange we’d just shared.
 
   “If you…stop,” I told him between gasping breaths and hungry kisses, “I will…kill you…so many…many…times.”
 
   Jason pulled me away from the wall and spun me around, carrying me further into the bedroom. I already had his shirt almost all the way unbuttoned by the time he lowered me onto the bed, only missing the bottom two buttons, which had been wedged between us. I quickly undid the final two, and he shrugged the shirt off, tugging his undershirt over his head in one smooth motion.
 
   That simple unveiling sparked a flurry of disrobing, our hands fighting to unbutton, to unzip, to pull off…until finally, there was no more clothing between us.
 
   As Jason lay atop me, nothing separated us anymore—not fabric, not secrets, not unexpressed emotions.
 
   “God, I love you so fucking much, Red,” Jason said, his voice hoarse. “So fucking much.” With a grunt, he shifted his hips, and there was no more speaking, no more thought. There was only the two of us and the feeling of our bodies being joined together. Nothing else—nobody else—mattered. Just him and me. Together.
 
    
 
   ~~~~~
 
    
 
   “So…what do I call you now?” I asked, snuggling closer against Jason’s side as he wrapped the pale, vine-embroidered comforter and ivory sheets more tightly around us both. I felt like every bone and muscle in my body had been replaced with jelly—happy, tingly, satisfied jelly.
 
   “Hmmm…” Laughing softly, he pressed his lips to the top of my head. “I know it’s crazy, but…how about ‘Jason’?”
 
   I turned my face up to his, pretending to glare. “You know what I mean.” Lowering my head, I rested my cheek on the firm muscle below his collarbone. “Are you still just my boyfriend, or are you my uber-boyfriend? My perma-boyfriend? My partner?” I wrinkled my nose, not liking the sound of the last.
 
   “Husband?” Jason said, his voice so quiet that the single word was barely audible.
 
   I gulped, and my heart rate quadrupled. “Husband,” I repeated just as quietly. “Which would make me—”
 
   “My wife,” Jason said, louder and sounding more sure of himself.
 
   I glanced up at him, and when I saw the sheer contentment softening his features, my heart soared. I couldn’t stop smiling. I grinned so wide and for so long that my facial muscles ached and my lips trembled.
 
   Minutes passed with nothing but the muffled sounds of our hearts beating and our slowing breaths, until finally, Jason sighed. “We’ve been gone for hours, and it’ll be getting dark soon. We should get back.”
 
   I looked up at his face, resting my chin on his shoulder. “Can’t we stay here for the night? I mean, isn’t this technically our wedding night?” I giggled. “Shouldn’t we stay here and do wedding night things?”
 
   Closing his eyes and tensing his features into a pained expression, Jason groaned. “If only we could. But what if something happened to the others while we were—”
 
   “No, no…you’re right. Of course you’re right.” I frowned, disappointed that our moment of alone time would be so short-lived…memorable, but short-lived. I kissed his shoulder, then his neck and his jawline, and finally his lips. “Come on,” I said, sitting up and tugging the blankets off of Jason in the process. “Let’s go.”
 
   Ten minutes later, we were walking out the front door. Jason paused just outside the door, pulling a key out of the front pocket of his jeans and using it to lock the deadbolt.
 
   I raised my eyebrows in a silent question.
 
   “Your grandma kept a spare key in a flowerpot,” he said. “Sort of an obvious hiding place.”
 
   I raised one shoulder, dropping it quickly. “Seemed like a good idea at the time…not that it matters anymore.” Wrapping my arms around my middle, I turned to stare out at the fog blocking the view of the harbor.
 
   Jason stepped up behind me, covering my arms with his as he hugged me from behind.
 
   “I miss her so much,” I said, my voice tight with sorrow, and I knew Jason would understand that I was talking about Grams.
 
   “I know.”
 
   We stood like that for minutes, remembering those we’d lost, until finally, Jason released me and stepped to the side. He took hold of my hand and raised it slightly, looking down at my ring finger. “Do you like it?” There was hesitancy in his voice, hesitancy and a hint of worry.
 
   I looked at him, widening my eyes in surprise. “Jason…I love it. More than I can ever express. I don’t think I could ever come up with a gift that’ll mean so much to you.”
 
   Jason gave my hand a squeeze. “You already have, Red.”
 
   I offered him a small, bashful smile and felt my cheeks heat.
 
   Hand in hand, we descended the steps leading down to the front yard, and I was happier than I’d ever thought was possible. We led the horses back toward the ranch, Jack loping ahead, frolicking around bushes and between houses and cars that had been parked so long that most probably wouldn’t start even if they had enough fuel.
 
   The sun was just beginning to slip behind the rolling hills to the east when we started up the gravel driveway to the ranch. As we passed the rustic, old barn that stood slightly to the west of the stable, I caught movement out of the corner of my eye. I thought I spotted Annie, strands of blonde hair flailing behind her as she ran around the corner of the barn.
 
   Annie giggled, and the bubbly sound was immediately followed by a loud “Shhh!”
 
   I raised my eyes to meet Jason’s. His face was absolutely blank…too blank. He’d planned the events that had unfolded at my house, leading to our spontaneous and unofficial-but-no-less-permanent-in-our-hearts marriage, and I was starting to wonder if that wasn’t all he’d planned.
 
   I craned my neck to see around the corner of the barn. “What’s—”
 
   But I didn’t have a chance to get any more of the question out.
 
   “CONGRATULATIONS!” shouted pretty much every living person I knew, which amounted to a small crowd of a little over a dozen people. Behind them on the faded red wall of the barn, the same sentiment was painted in enormous white letters, applied with enough embellishments—swirls, dots, and offshooting vines—to tell me that Zoe had at least had a hand in applying the finishing touches.
 
   Again, I glanced up at Jason, then searched the small crowd for my best friend. I found Zoe standing between Jake and Sam, grinning like she was just a little too pleased with herself; I was almost positive I’d never seen her look so happy.
 
   “Zo! You knew!” I said as we approached, pretending to be irritated though I knew she could feel every single wave of elation that poured out of me. I placed my free hand on my hip. “You knew, and you didn’t tell me!”
 
   Zoe’s only response to my mock tantrum was to roll her eyes. She raised her arms, holding a bunch of flowers out in front of her. As we drew closer, I realized they weren’t just a bunch of flowers, but a crown of flowers—bright orange California poppies and white and fuchsia ice plant flowers, looking like little sunbursts with a halo of long, slender petals. Beside Zoe, Sam held up his own handful of flowers, which turned out to be an even bigger, if less colorful, botanical crown.
 
   I couldn’t hold back the ginormous grin that spread across my face, but I also couldn’t seem to find my tongue.
 
   Zoe stepped forward, lifting her delicate burden so she could settle the crown on my head. She spent a few moments rearranging the curls that had escaped from my braid just so before leaning in and wrapping her arms around me in a strong, heartfelt hug. Zoe’d always been a good hugger.
 
   Placing her hands on my shoulders, she pulled back and met my gaze, her blue-green eyes shimmering. “I’m so incredibly happy for you.” Her gaze shifted to her brother, then returned to me. “For both of you.”
 
   “Really?” I said, the single word asking the thousands of questions I’d held in over the weeks since we’d left Tahoe, all variations of the same: Are you okay with me being with your brother?
 
   “Really.” She pulled me in for another hug. When she released me and stepped back, she was grinning from ear to ear. “Now show me the damn ring.” Her eyes flicked to her brother. “Mr. Grumpy Pants refused to let me see it before you did…even if he did use my pinkie to gauge the size…”
 
   I held out my left hand, showing her the immaculately carved oak Claddagh ring, and gave Jason’s hand a squeeze with my right.
 
   As Zoe lifted my hand higher to get a better look at the ring, her lips parted and her eyes widened. After several long seconds, she turned her gaze to Jason, finally focusing on him for more than a brief moment. “Jason, that’s…wow. It’s stunning.” She smiled faintly and shook her head. “Even Dad would’ve been impressed.”
 
   I looked up at Jason, too, expecting to see the gleam of emotion—sadness and regret—that usually shone in his eyes whenever his dad was mentioned, but I found only pride.
 
   “Zoe?” Sam said, stepping up beside her. “Do you want this one now?” He held out the larger, paler crown of flowers, clearly hoping she would relieve him of his duty as floral-crown-bearer.
 
   “Oh, right.” Zoe took the circlet of flowers from him and turned an obstinate glare on her brother. “Don’t you dare argue about wearing this. You put me in charge of organizing this shindig with barely a day’s notice, and—”
 
   “It’s fine, Zoe,” Jason said. “I’ll wear the damn thing.” But despite his words, he didn’t actually sound annoyed.
 
   Zoe took much less time placing Jason’s wedding crown on his head. When she finished, she reclaimed my left hand and pulled me toward the barn door, and I, in turn, pulled Jason. The door was shut, which made sense considering that the bottom half of the “U” and part of the “L” from “CONGRATULATIONS” were painted on its surface.
 
   Zoe led Jason and me down a path formed of two curving lines of rocks only to stop and face us when she reached the door. “Close your eyes…both of you,” she said looking from me to Jason and back. I did so immediately, grinning like a goofball, but based on her irritated “Jason…” her brother hadn’t been quite so compliant. “Thank you,” she whispered right before I heard the barn door creak open, and she tugged me forward.
 
   After a few steps, she stopped again. I could smell candle smoke and flowers and food—possibly baked beans or something with barbecue sauce as well as something fishy, but good-fishy, not stinky-fishy. Since I’d grown closer and closer to the animals, I’d lost my taste for meat, but I still loved seafood. My mouth watered at the thought of what kind of fish awaited me.
 
   Zoe arranged Jason and me carefully, making sure we were standing side by side and facing the same direction. “Alright, guys…open ’em.”
 
   Opening my eyes, I stared around the barn’s interior, absolutely awestruck. Bursts of white hung from the crossbeams, and it took me a moment to recognize them as windsocks and spinners of every conceivable shape and size, their only common trait their color. A long table had been set up in the center of the cavernous space and draped with several overlapping ecru tablecloths. Bouquets of colorful spring wildflowers like those in our crowns filled mason jars spaced in a line down the center of the table. Mini-bouquets and individual blooms were arranged around and between the makeshift vases, splashing color along the table in an artful, elegant pattern.
 
   Another long table had been set up against the right-hand wall, and several sizes of colored glass cups and wine glasses had been laid out on one half, while an impressive assortment of liquor, wine, and beer was displayed on the other. There were large crystal bowls scattered here and there on the table, and it took me a moment to realize that they weren’t filled with colored pebbles, but with hundreds and hundreds of pieces of saltwater taffy.
 
   My mouth started watering; saltwater taffy was a treat I adored, and one I hadn’t had since before… “Where’d you get all of this, Zo?” I turned to her, eyes wide with wonder.
 
   She snickered. “Let’s just say that I had to get creative with my shopping…and that antique stores aren’t people’s first—or second or third—stop when it comes to scavenging.” She gestured behind us, and both Jason and I turned to see that another long table had been set up beside the barn door, this one holding up a couple bowls and a platter of food. “We’ve got some more stuff coming, but this should get the party started.” She leaned in closer to me, feigning a whisper. “And yes, D, that’s trout, breaded and fried and too damn spicy, just the way you like it.”
 
   “Where—who—”
 
   Zoe smiled. “Jake and Carlos took Annie to the trout farm while you were gone.” She shrugged. “They said there were so many fish they could practically scoop ’em out with their bare hands.” She waved her hands dismissively. “Enough of this, though. It’s time to pop open the Champagne.” She started toward the booze table, calling over her shoulder, “Come on in, guys!”
 
   I looked back at the doorway to watch my friends pour into the barn, feeling happier and luckier and more alive than I’d ever felt before. Grinning, I shot Jason a sideways glance, earning another of his secret smiles, and before our friends could swarm around us, I mouthed, “I love you.”
 
   Jason lowered his head and pressed his lips to mine, and the barn erupted in hoots and cheers, making it sound like there were three times as many people as there actually were. When he broke the kiss, he rested his forehead against mine, and whispered, “I love you, too.”
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   Bodega Bay, California
 
    
 
   “Come, Zoe.” The faceless woman was pulling me, her long fingers wrapped tightly around my wrist.
 
   “No!” I shouted at her, trying to tug my arm away. My heart was beating so wildly I struggled to breathe. “Let go, please!” My little-girl legs were too weak against the strong hold she had on me, and they skittered on the ground as she dragged me along.
 
   I held my breath and, with all the willpower I had in me, tugged my arm free.
 
   The woman froze, turned, and stared down at me, her featureless face somehow menacing. “I said come, now!” She was furious, and I knew, deep in my soul, that she was going to kill me.
 
   “What are you going to do to me?”
 
   She only laughed, an icy, detached sound that sent a wave of dread over me, making my blood turn cold. “I need you…”
 
   I whimpered. “For what?”
 
   “You ask too many questions,” she growled. “Shut up!”
 
   Choking sobs burst from my chest, my throat. “Please don’t hurt me,” I begged. “I’ll be good. I promise. I won’t ask any more questions.”
 
   “It’s too late for that.” With a final tug, the faceless woman flung me into a dark room and slammed the door. The air seemed to thicken, and I grabbed at my throat, gasping. The inky darkness swallowed me. As I flailed, I watched my outline come in and out of view, like I was only partially in existence.
 
   As the dream changed, my little sundress began to glow. My hands tingled, and I held them up in front of my face. They grew before my eyes, my palms getting bigger, my fingers longer.
 
   Suddenly, light was shining all around me, and I was in a white, empty room. I stared down at my adult body, my little sundress exchanged for cargo pants and combat boots. I sighed with relief.
 
   Hearing the clearing of a throat, I glanced up. I was standing in a room with my mom. A decrepit boy stood beside her, a hungry, maniacal gleam in his black eyes. He smiled, his teeth yellowed like his skin.
 
   “Peter,” my mom said. “This is your sister, Zoe. Her blood is going to save you.”
 
   His smile broadened.
 
   “Be a darling and tie her up…”
 
   I felt the color drain from my face. “My blood?”
 
   My mom waved my question away as she glanced down at the clipboard in her hands. “You’re my greatest experiment,” she said, her casualness unnerving. “Peter, please…” my mom gestured to me, and the boy strode toward me.
 
   I tried to step back, but my feet were glued to the ground. My heartbeat quickened. When I looked up, Peter was only inches from me, so I raised my hand to stop him. “Get away from me!”
 
   But he kept coming, emitting a sinister laugh.
 
   “Peter, don’t do this,” I pleaded, but there was nothing I could do, nowhere I could go. Before I knew what was happening, his fingers skewered my chest, and the burning sensation of five sharp blades cutting into my flesh and bone made me scream out in pain.
 
    
 
   ~~~~~
 
    
 
   In the late, foggy morning, with my hair up in a ponytail and the crisp sea breeze nipping at the back of my neck, Jason, Dani, Jake, and I sat atop our horses as they clomped lazily down the highway toward my childhood home. My stomach was in knots; the longing and familiarity I often felt when thinking of home tangled with the increasing ache of grief the closer we drew to my street. Haunting dreams and restless nights hadn’t helped my nerves at all, either.
 
   But I was being good; I clung to what I missed about being home. I focused on the calming, muffled sound of the waves crashing against the cove beyond the cypresses lining the highway and the occasional call of the seabirds perched on the rocky cliffs.
 
   “Are you okay, Zo?” Dani asked as Wings fell into step beside Shadow. The two horses craned their necks slightly to meet the other’s stare, and I wondered what silent conversation transpired between them.
 
   “Yeah, just mixed feelings, you know?”
 
   Dani gave me a quick nod and reached out to squeeze my arm. Her fingernails were just a little bit dirty, and her hands were coarse against my skin, two things the old Dani never would’ve let happen. I couldn’t help but smile.
 
   “What’s so funny?” she asked, her hand dropping back to her leg.
 
   Shaking my head, I smiled. “I’m glad you’re here with me, D.” We’d been through so much over the past few months, and we were finally together. I couldn’t help but think about how lucky I’d been. I’d crossed thousands of miles to be with her and Jason, and now here we were, starting a new chapter in our lives together.
 
   I turned in my saddle and looked back at Jake. He and Jason were strategizing about something; I could tell by the way Jake was nodding and offering a word here and there, while Jason drew shapes in the air. I wouldn’t have made it without Jake.
 
   Facing front again, I couldn’t help the cheeky grin that engulfed my face as I spotted an old pump house through the fog, peeking out from a bramble of overgrown bushes and scraggly trees.
 
   “What?” Dani asked, unable to resist smiling even though she was clueless as to why.
 
   A parade of childhood memories danced through my head. “Remember that place?” I asked, nodding behind her. We’d decorated it as our summertime hangout after fifth grade, our no-bullies, no-boys-allowed fort.
 
   Dani turned in her saddle. After an amused sigh, she said, “Yep. No boys allowed.”
 
   I grinned in a nostalgic haze. “It’s so overgrown now, I can barely even see where it was…oh, what about the hideout we made under Mr. Boogieman’s deck?”
 
   Dani burst into laughter. Our horses spooked at the sound, but only momentarily before they continued around the bend in the road toward my house. “That was short-lived…and not the smartest place to hang out,” she said.
 
   “Yeah, poor Mr. Bergman. I feel sort of bad now. But he was so creepy…” I turned to my brother. “Jason, do you remember Mr. Bergman?”
 
   He scoffed. “That old guy you stalked one summer?”
 
   “Um, he was the boogieman,” Dani said, trying to sound affronted.
 
   “Weren’t you guys like eleven? Who believes in the boogieman when they’re eleven years old?”
 
   “Uh, he was definitely the boogieman, Jason,” I said, mimicking my eleven-year-old self. I remembered that summer so clearly, I nearly laughed again. “Remember the nights he would walk around town all creepy and in the shadows…in a trench coat?” I leaned forward and patted Shadow’s shoulder.
 
   “He was on the town watch,” Jason said from behind me. “You guys knew that, right?”
 
   “Wait…what?” Dani said. “We had a town watch?” We both turned around to see Jason.
 
   He shrugged and averted his eyes. “Yeah, it was pretty much just Bergman.”
 
   “Oh, well…it’s Bodega Bay. We had to do something to keep ourselves busy,” I said, smiling as a wave of memories, of other Zoe-Dani adventures, bloomed to life.
 
    
 
   We’d just gotten off at the bus stop and were walking home one afternoon when Kenny Monroe, the boy I had the biggest crush on, ran up and stopped in front of us.
 
   Dani and I turned to one another and exchanged confused expressions for a moment, and when I turned back to Kenny, he kissed my cheek before running ahead, disappearing around a bend in the road. I barely had time to even comprehend what had happened.
 
    
 
   Then there was the time in eighth grade, when Grams had to drive all the way to Tomales to pick us up after school. I’d gotten into another fight, and Dani and I had missed the bus home. Grams had been angry, but once she learned that I’d only been protecting Dani from the Nasty Neilson triplets, the gleam in Grams’s eyes contradicted her chiding words, and she offered me a silent nod in gratitude.
 
    
 
   “Good ol’ Mr. Bergman.” Dani sighed and shook her head.
 
   “Yeah, he was a trooper,” I said. “I’m sure he knew we were following him around, but he didn’t say anything.”
 
   “Grams put a stop to that adventure real quick,” Dani said, an unmistakable longing in her voice. Out of nowhere, she laughed. “Do you remember how pissed she was? I guess it wasn’t very nice to tell everyone he was an evil monster who ate little kids.”
 
   Laughing, I said, “No, no I guess it wasn’t. Especially because I think Judy and her little sister actually believed it.”
 
   “So,” Jake said, startling me. I hadn’t realized he’d ridden up beside me. “You’ve always been this much trouble?” he said ruefully, his eyebrow arched.
 
   Between Jason’s smirk and Dani’s dying laughter, I couldn’t suppress my own amused chuckle. “Yeah, I guess I have been. That was a fun summer,” I said, trying to catch my breath. My stomach muscles hurt from laughing so much, but my heart felt lighter. It was a great feeling.
 
   Aside from the difficult times I’d had growing up, there were a lot of good times, too. But time was a funny thing; it went by so fast that things changed in the blink of an eye. It seemed I’d already lived three lifetimes—my childhood, my time in Massachusetts, and now.
 
   Dani must’ve lost herself in thought, too, because she and I both grew quiet as we watched the memories from our past disappear in the fog behind us. Jake and Jason’s low chuckles and conversation were all that filled our silence.
 
   My heartbeat quickened as my house came into view through the mist, and even the talk among the men quieted. The house—faded blue and weather-worn—was exactly how I remembered it, if a little more lonely and bleak.
 
   With Dani and me in the lead, we clomped up the driveway, bringing Wings and Shadow to a stop outside the backyard fence. “Well,” I breathed. “Shall we?”
 
   Dismounting, I wiped my clammy palms on my jeans and walked toward the gate, slowly opening it and paying little attention to the others as I walked through. I led Shadow into the yard, and wrapped his reins around his saddle horn so he was free to roam among what little amount of grass and weeds were growing, before looking up at the house.
 
   The others came into the backyard after me, but I was too busy losing myself in a rush of memories. I could almost picture Jason mowing the side lawn, cursing the tire swing for being in his way. I easily imagined Dani and me lying out on the deck, sunbathing in the only corner that wasn’t completely covered in tree shadows, begging the sun god for just a few more minutes, and us eating our lunches at the outside table, music blasting from my stereo.
 
   Stepping up onto the first stair of the deck, I thought of my dream two nights ago, the night I met my mom. The memory stung, but it also reminded me of something. I bent forward, searching beneath the railing for the carving Dani and I had etched into the wood over a decade ago. In a brief moment of panic, I’d worried it wouldn’t be there. “It’s still here,” I said.
 
   When I straightened, a smile pulling at my lips, I found Dani standing beside me, her smile equally as big. “You expected someone to search the entire deck, underside and all, for things to deface?” She scoffed, but merriment brightened her green eyes.
 
   I’d told Dani about my dream meeting with my mom, but I hadn’t thought about the carving until now. “No,” I said a little self-consciously. “I guess not.”
 
   Glancing behind me, I noticed that Jake and Jason were a ways back, giving us our space.
 
   “We’ll be in the shop,” Jason said, leading Jake toward the large shed our dad had built beside the house.
 
   “So…” Dani eyed the sliding glass door. “You ready for this?”
 
   “Yep,” I said on an exhale. Taking Dani’s hand in mine, I opened the door and stepped into my home, a place I never thought I would set foot in again.
 
   The living room was minimally decorated, just as it had been when I’d left for Salem a few years back. A large, black sectional butted up against the left wall, and two matching recliners flanked the rectangular, cedar coffee table my dad had built. Our dusty, big-screen TV sat on the entertainment center against the opposite wall, remnants of my extensive movie collection stacked on either side.
 
   With the exception of a few of my landscape drawings, there was no artwork on the walls, there were no family pictures. Although it had bothered me growing up, I understood now that it was probably a safety precaution taken by Dad, since he’d known why my mom had to leave…since he’d known about General Herodson’s threats. It had been better—safer—if we weren’t able to recognize her.
 
   I shook my head at the husk of a life I’d lived, at the lies I’d thought were memories of my childhood—they were memories, but they were skewed and shadowed with more lies than I’d probably ever fully understand.
 
   Dani was watching me, her face a careful, cautious mask that did little to hide the gentle waves of anticipation I could feel resonating around her. “It’s weird, huh? Like it’s the same, but different, too…”
 
   Peering around the room, I realized that was exactly how it felt: everything was just as it had been when I’d left years ago, like absolutely nothing had changed. Only I saw things differently now, and the months I’d spent traversing the country with my friends had felt more like home than the dreary house I was standing in.
 
   I headed toward the kitchen, poking my head through the doorway to find nothing out of place, except… “Someone’s been here,” I said with a mixture of dread and hope as I stared at the dirty plates in the sink.
 
   “Jason and me—those are from the last time we were here.”
 
   My heart sank a little, but I shrugged and gave Dani a weak smile. Nudging her arm with mine, I turned and walked up the stairs toward my bedroom, each step bringing me closer to an impending clash of pre-Ending Zoe and new Zoe.
 
   As I stepped into the hallway, I noticed my dad’s bedroom door was closed, giving the hall an ominous feeling that made me slightly uncomfortable. I opened my mind completely, letting my feelers wander through the house in search of my dad’s mind, but there was no one there but the four of us. I wasn’t surprised. He’s gone, Zoe.
 
   Stopping in the hallway between Jason’s room and mine, I stared through his open doorway. His room was a complete mess; clothes were strewn all around, the contents of his closet were spilling out onto the carpet, and his bedding was rumpled.
 
   Recalling the dishes in the sink, I eyed Dani skeptically, hoping I wasn’t looking at the aftermath of one of their sexcapades.
 
   Dani rolled her eyes and raised her right hand. “On my honor as your best friend, I swear we’ve never done anything here. This is just the aftermath of hurricane Jason, when he was going through his stuff, figuring out what he wanted to take with him.”
 
   With a snort, I shook my head, ecstatic that I could easily block out those memories that I didn’t want to see, and stepped into my bedroom. It seemed just as I’d left it; my queen-size bed was covered with my favorite purple and green comforter, a mountain of pillows were tossed messily at the head, and my cluttered desk seemed untouched against the wall across from it.
 
   I vaguely registered Dani sitting down on my bed as I walked up to the corkboard hanging above my desk. I stared at the photos and drawings and notes I’d stuck to its surface over the years.
 
   “There are so many memories,” I thought aloud. “It’s easy to forget about the good times.” I wasn’t sure which memories to hold onto…which keepsakes to take with me. Squinting, I stared at one particular picture, then pulled it from the board. It was the single photo I had of Jason and my dad, working in the woodshop.
 
   I handed it to Dani. “Remember how upset my dad was when we took this?”
 
   I heard the bedsprings creak as Dani stood. She drew closer to my side and linked her arm with mine. “I guess his aversion to having his picture taken sort of makes sense now…”
 
   Nodding, I gently pulled my arm from Dani’s and crouched down to open the bottom drawer of my desk. I needed to get the items I wanted to take with me and get the hell out of the house. It felt too strange being there, too much like a bad dream.
 
   The woodcarving kit I’d had since I was nine years old lay rolled up in the drawer, exactly where I’d left it. “This might come in handy,” I said, setting it on the floor beside me. Prepared to close the drawer, I noticed the large, black canvas scrapbook I’d been putting together for Dani before she left for Washington, one that I’d obviously neglected in my rushed decision to move to Salem.
 
   “I forgot about this,” I said, pleasantly surprised, and handed it to Dani. “I’d meant it to be a project to work on when I came home to visit, since all my collage stuff is here. I guess I hadn’t come back as often as I’d planned.” I cringed, feeling a little guilty as I realized how absent a best friend I’d been over the past couple years.
 
   Dani accepted it and stared at the photo framed in the window on the front cover—my favorite picture from our “boycott prom” camping trip, with our faces smooshed together, cheek to cheek, our hair concealed in beanies, and the ocean just barely visible behind us.
 
   “What…” Seconds passed before Dani tore her eyes away from the photo. Blinking rapidly, she looked at me, her green eyes luminous. “What is this?”
 
   Unsure why Dani’s stunned reaction was affecting me so much, I bit at the side of my cheek and cleared my throat. “It’s a scrapbook…of us.” I opened it, so she could see the decorated pages inside. “I thought it would be nice if you had something in Washington, something that would remind you to come home every once in a while. But like a crappy friend, I ended up leaving, and I never finished it—obviously.”
 
   “Oh…well, I—” Dani shook her head, apparently at a loss for words. “I—none of that matters anymore.” She shrugged. “Besides, I left first…” With an apologetic smile, she returned her attention to the scrapbook and slowly walked back to the bed. Lying on her stomach, she sprawled out on the comforter, scooting over to make room for me. “Come on. Let’s see what kind of silliness you packed in this thing.”
 
   “I hardly remember,” I said, crawling up next to her. I settled in, resting my cheek on my hand. When I glanced over at Dani, I grew equally as excited as she was. “This is going to be like Christmas for both of us…”
 
    
 
   ~~~~~
 
    
 
   After Dani and I pilfered through my room a bit longer, I decided nothing I owned, save for the woodcarving kit and a whittled starfish figurine I’d made with my dad’s help when I was twelve, was worth taking. Everything seemed frivolous and unnecessary or reminded me of a life I wasn’t sure I needed to remember. Dani and I exited my room and plodded down the stairs, through the living room, and out the back sliding door to find the guys.
 
   We stopped mid-step at the sight of Jason and Jake sitting in the cushioned deck chairs, smoking cigars. I glanced between them, amused. “Since when do you guys smoke cigars?” I asked with feigned admonishment.
 
   Jason took a few quick pulls of his stogie and looked over at us. “Since we found Dad’s stash in the woodshop.”
 
   “Dad had a cigar stash?” I was beginning to think I hadn’t known my dad—the scatterbrained woodworker who spent more time in his shop than with his own kids—at all. Who the hell were you, Tom Cartwright? The fact that I didn’t know stung a little.
 
   I glanced at Dani, whose nose was wrinkled. “Now you’re going to be stinky,” she said, making a show of waving the smoke away from her with one arm while she hugged the scrapbook to her chest with the other.
 
   Jason only chuckled and nodded to the scrapbook. “What’s that?”
 
   “Something Zo made for me,” Dani said, a smile spreading her lips.
 
   Jason made a funny face. “Were you doing arts and crafts up there, or—”
 
   Dani walked by him and swatted his arm on the way toward the deck stairs. Jason responded by swatting her in return—on the butt—eliciting a high squeal and giggle from her.
 
   “Come on,” she said. “We’ve got a meeting to prep for. We need to get back to the ranch and wrangle in the others.”
 
   Jason heaved a sigh, but laid his head back against the cushioned chair instead of standing and closed his eyes against the glaring afternoon sun. “I just need a few more minutes,” he groaned, reminding me of a little boy begging his mom for just a few more minutes of sleep.
 
   “It might be faster to gather everyone over here; it doesn’t look like he’s moving anytime soon,” I teased.
 
   “That’d be great,” Jason said, and he let a small smile tug at his lips. It was nice to see my brother so peaceful and…happy, a state I didn’t think I’d ever see him in.
 
   “That’s all you’re bringing back with you?” Jake asked, nodding to the whittling kit rolled up in my back pocket as he stood.
 
   He’d been so quiet, sitting there, observing. What’s it like for him to be at my house, in my hometown…smoking a cigar with my brother? I’d gleaned enough about Jake’s past—seen the death of his mother and sister, seen Joe and knew how badly Jake missed him—but I thought I would’ve liked to spend a day with him and the old man in another life.
 
   I shook my head. “This is it, there’s nothing else I want to bring with me.” I fingered the outline of the starfish in my front pocket, strangely content with the fact that my past life had boiled down to only two items that connected me to my dad.
 
   Oblivious to my inner musings, Jake took a final puff of his cigar. It seemed strangely natural to see him with one in his hand.
 
   Walking over to him, I linked my fingers with his. “What about you guys? Did you find anything besides cigars?”
 
   Jake gave my hand a quick squeeze. “Some tools that’ll come in handy when we’re ready to settle. Jason and I were talking, and we’re partial to this area. Some of that farmland back around Petaluma was pretty ideal for what we’ve been discussing.”
 
   “Yeah?” I was surprised to hear Jake say that, a sudden feeling of unease making my heartbeat quicken.
 
   He eyed me for a moment. “That okay with you?”
 
   With a slight smile, I nodded. “I guess I just figured we’d keep going, a little further north, maybe. Not so close to…everything.”
 
   He gave me a quizzical look.
 
   “There weren’t as many tools as I thought,” Jason interrupted. “Umph,” he grumbled as he peeled himself out of the padded chair. “Damn, I forgot how comfortable these things are.”
 
   “Let’s take them,” I said, untying the cushions from the chair closest to me. “We can use them—”
 
   “For?” Jason asked, curious.
 
   “For extra padding on the cart and wagon benches…for sitting around the campfire…for your throne, your highness.” I snorted. “Consider it my wedding gift to you.”
 
   Jason laughed as he walked down the stairs toward Dani. “I kinda like the sound of that: Your Highness.”
 
   “I’m sure you do,” I muttered.
 
   “Come on guys, we gotta go!” Dani called from atop Wings. “Aren’t you finished with those nasty cigars yet?”
 
   Jason, Jake, and I chuckled in response.
 
   As Jake and I finished untying all the cushions, I glanced around at my friends, at my family.
 
   Jason leaned against Wings, fingering the fringe of her chocolate- and white-colored mane as he gazed up at my best friend, his new bride. There was no doubt in my mind that he was murmuring something inappropriate as he received a playful smack on his arm and a giggle from Dani. They truly loved each other, and although I wasn’t sure when exactly they’d fallen in love, I was pretty ecstatic that they had.
 
   “What are we doing with these?” Jake asked from beside me as he held up the cushions.
 
   I looked up at him, unable to resist smiling at his beautifully rugged face and the warmth in his voice. “We can tie them to the saddles.”
 
   “Are they really necessary?” he asked. I could see the curiosity twinkling in his eyes.
 
   I shrugged a shoulder and wrapped my arms more securely around the three overstuffed cushions I was holding. “They’re not necessary at all, actually, but we came here to get some things, so why not?”
 
   “I think you made your brother’s day.”
 
   I gave him a mock bow. “It’s the least I can do.”
 
   Jake leaned into me and pressed a soft kiss against my lips.
 
   “We should get going,” I said quietly and watched him as he walked down the steps.
 
   Despite the craziness that had become our lives, for the first time in years, I felt content. I even ventured so far as to think that, if we all stayed together—even if we stayed around here—we could be happy.
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   It was late afternoon, though the gray, misty cloud cover spreading from horizon to horizon and blocking out the sun made it feel more like evening. I stared up at the endless cloudy mass, trying to pick out the spot where the sun should’ve been.
 
   “At least we don’t have to deal with the fog,” Zoe said.
 
   “For once,” I grumbled, and Jason emitted a noncommittal snort. It wasn’t the “foggy season,” but the fog didn’t seem to care; it had been ever present since we’d arrived, lingering until only a few hours ago. By the time Jason, Zoe, Jake, and I had returned to the ranch from our excursion to the Casa di Cartwright, the dewy fog had finally dissipated.
 
   As the only members of our group who were actually from Bodega Bay, Jason, Zoe, Grayson, and I were heading up our envoy to the “New Bodega” town meeting. Sitting atop our respective mounts, we rode along Westshore Road, past the turnoff to our home street, and followed it as it curved onto the peninsula. The bay was on our left, and our entourage of Gabe, Carlos, Jake, and Becca fanned out behind us. We’d selected which of us would attend the town meeting carefully, wanting people who could offer varying perspectives of the current state of the country.
 
   Movement in the harbor caught my attention. “Look!” I pointed out at what I realized was the nearest of a handful of small vessels—both metal rowboats and inflatable dinghies—moving slowly as their oarsmen rowed them around the harbor.
 
   Asking Wings to stop, I unbuckled my right horn bag and pulled out a small pair of binoculars, raising them to my eyes. The nearest boat stopped at a tiny buoy that was half red and half white. A quick scan of the water’s rippling surface around the boat revealed dozens of other buoys, all red and white.
 
   The others drew to a halt around me to peer out at the activity in the harbor, and I glanced at Grayson. “Red and white buoy—that’s crab, right?”
 
   “Yes,” Grayson said, squinting. “I count—”
 
   “Seven boats, some with two people,” Jason said. “That’s a pretty big operation for a group of seventy.”
 
   Grayson nodded. “Indeed, it is. We couldn’t have coordinated something like this before…”
 
   I frowned. It made sense that others would have joined the Bodega Bay survivors, considering they had established the most stable—and sane—community we’d come across since all hell broke loose. And yet, I wasn’t overly excited about the prospect of leaping back into a settlement governed by anyone who wasn’t among my closest, most trusted companions. Sure, it helped that Grayson had been a member of the Town Council back when there were fewer than a hundred survivors, but he hadn’t been a part of the group for over four months. A lot could have changed in that amount of time, especially when the world as we knew it had ended in a matter of days.
 
   “Look beyond them…to the harbor mouth,” Grayson said, pointing beyond the little boats. “A sail.”
 
   Again, I brought the binoculars up to my eyes. “There are two more behind it a ways.” A thrill of excitement sizzled over my skin, and grinning, I handed the binoculars to Jason. I’d always loved watching the sailboats glide in and out of the harbor.
 
   “Think they’ll be interested in our proposition?” I asked Grayson, not taking my eyes from the tiny triangle of white that was slowly closing in on the marina’s jetty. Though there were probably a few new faces on the Town Council, Grayson knew better than any of us if they would be interested in the plan we’d been hashing up since arriving in Tahoe. We wanted to settle somewhere we could be self-sufficient, but not completely isolated, and there was so much abandoned farmland in the nearby valleys, just a dozen or so miles inland. But if they didn’t want us here, rivals for what limited supplies remained in the area…
 
   “Setting up a satellite agricultural settlement would only be to their benefit,” Grayson said. “I can’t imagine why they wouldn’t be interested in a mutually beneficial trade arrangement.”
 
   “Only one way to find out,” Jason said, tugging his reins to the right and nudging his horse into motion.
 
   Zoe, Grayson, and I followed suit, our horses falling into step beside each other while Jason led the way. I could hear the others’ mounts clip-clopping behind us. Everyone was being exceptionally quiet, and I assumed it was because they were otherwise occupied, examining their surroundings.
 
   I returned the binoculars to my horn bag, then shot Zoe a sideways glance and frowned when I saw her expression. Her eyes were narrowed as she focused on the road ahead.
 
   I did the same. “What is it?”
 
   “A wall.”
 
   It took me a moment—Zoe’s vision had always been better than mine—but I could just make out a tall, gray wall. It stretched away from the road on either side, extending to the left a dozen or so yards, all the way across the shallow beach until it sank below the water’s surface, and to the right, crawling uphill until it disappeared over the low crest. It was topped with an endless corkscrew of razor wire, and a chain-link gate crossed the road.
 
   At my direction, Wings picked up the pace a little, carrying me ahead to ride beside Jason.
 
   “What do you think?” I asked him. The wall was still at least a hundred yards ahead, but we were closing in quickly, and I could make out the shapes of a couple people standing on the other side of the gate. One was definitely carrying a gun…a big one.
 
   “Smart,” Jason said, nodding slowly. “If they did what I think they did, and this wall cuts across all the way to the ocean…” He stared at the place where the wall disappeared over the hilltop. “They isolated the whole peninsula…pretty fucking smart.”
 
   “It’s got to be at least a mile from here to the other side,” I said.
 
   “We’ve been gone for almost five months, Red. That’s plenty of time to build a mile-long wall.”
 
   As much as I agreed with his assessment—that building a wall and isolating the peninsula had been a smart move—I couldn’t help the creepy feeling that bunched my shoulders and made my skin crawl. Walls were built for two reasons: to keep something out, or to keep something in. And sometimes, both. I shivered.
 
   Zoe caught up to us, guiding Shadow in close on my other side. “What are you afraid of?” she asked, and I appreciated that she hadn’t simply peeked into my mind to find which memories were floating closest to the surface.
 
   I met her eyes for a moment. “Just déjà vu.”
 
   “Ahhh…I’m sure this won’t be anything like the Colony.” She offered me a supportive smile as our horses drew to a halt before the tall, chain-link gate, but I could see doubt shadow her eyes.
 
   The two men on the other side of the gate watched us as we dismounted but didn’t say anything until Jason, Zoe, Grayson, and I stepped up to the fencing.
 
   “Which one of you is Daniel Grayson?” the man without a gun asked. He was the younger of the two, maybe in his late thirties, and was wearing khaki slacks and a light blue button-down shirt, giving him a clean, businessman vibe. In lieu of a weapon, he was holding a clipboard. The other man, dressed in dark attire more appropriate for guard duty, scanned our group with a cautious, watchful eye.
 
   Grayson bowed his head for a moment. “I’m Daniel Grayson, envoy for the Bodega Bay Town Council to the Colony.”
 
   The businessman nodded in greeting. “I’m Lance, the Town Council’s secretary. I was sent here to meet you and to give you a brief tour of New Bodega before the meeting.” His eyes moved from Grayson to me, Zoe, and Jason, then grazed over the others, who were still sitting in their saddles behind us. His attention returned to Grayson. “We weren’t expecting all of you to come.”
 
   “This isn’t all of us,” Jason said.
 
   Again, Lance’s attention shifted to Jason. “I’ll need to gather some information from each of you and go over some ground rules before you enter.”
 
   Jason exchanged a look with Grayson. When the older man raised his graying, bushy eyebrows and shrugged, Jason nodded once. “Fair enough.”
 
   Lance looked down at his clipboard. “I’ll need the name, place of origin, and type of mutation of every person who walks through these gates.”
 
   “Type of mutation?” Gabe said from behind me. After a brief moment of creaking leather, I heard his footsteps on the asphalt as he approached. “That’s not quite accurate. Everyone here went through the same mutation—”
 
   “—which you can tell Lance and the Town Council all about when we meet with them,” Grayson said, cutting Gabe off before he had the chance to launch into full-blown scientist mode. “You already know my name,” he said to Lance. “I’m from Bodega Bay, and my mutation has yet to be identified.”
 
   I waved. “And I’m Danielle O’Connor. I’m from Bodega Bay, too, but I was living in Seattle when everything happened, and I’m a drifter—a two-way telepath, but only with animals.”
 
   Lance scribbled down my information quickly, then turned his attention to Zoe.
 
   “Zoe Cartwright, from Bodega Bay but was living in Salem, Massachusetts, and I’m an empath.”
 
   Getting the bizarre impression that we were introducing ourselves at some sort of an addicts support group meeting, I stifled a giggle. I always reacted inappropriately when I was anxious.
 
   Lance stopped writing and glanced back up at Zoe. “Can you be more specific, please?”
 
   Zoe bit the inside of her cheek. “I can, uh, sense other people’s emotions and see their memories.”
 
   Nonplussed, Lance nodded while his pen moved across his page. When he once again raised his eyes, he looked at Jason.
 
   “Jason Cartwright, Bodega Bay by way of Joint Base Lewis-McChord, and I can increase and decrease others’ Abilities—er, mutations.”
 
   “Army?” Lance asked.
 
   “Yes, sir—Green Beret.”
 
   Lance raised his eyebrows. “Colonel Marshall, the man in charge of the defenses around here, will be very interested in your service record.”
 
   “Colonel…is he Army?” Jason asked.
 
   Maintaining eye contact, Lance shook his head. “Marine Corps.”
 
   Jason frowned thoughtfully, looking somewhat impressed. His eyes moved to the wall. “His idea, I take it.”
 
   Lance nodded. “It wasn’t easy, but it’s proved more than worth it.”
 
   “Has there been trouble? Zoe tells us the area’s been clear for over a month—no sightings of the ‘Lost Ones’—based on intel from your Town Council. If they misinformed us, and we’ve been operating under false pretenses…” Jason’s voice contained the subtlest hint of warning.
 
   “Ah, no,” Lance said, glancing at Zoe. “What they told you was accurate. But when we first put up the wall, before Colonel Marshall and his people managed to dedicate much effort to any sort of offensive strike on the Lost Ones, we had several attacks that likely would have resulted in fatalities had the wall not already been in place. But it has been over a month since we’ve seen any of the Lost Ones.”
 
   Apparently appeased, Jason nodded. “Glad to hear it.”
 
   The others dismounted and made their introductions and declarations.
 
   “Very well,” Lance said. “I just need each of you to answer one question, and I’ll be able to tell if you’re lying.”
 
   I raised my eyebrows. So Lance was a human lie detector, like Ben had been. It went a long way in explaining how he’d come by his current gig.
 
   Lance looked at Grayson. “Do you have any intention of doing something that could cause any kind of harm to the people of New Bodega or to the settlement itself?”
 
   “No,” Grayson said, and one by one, the other seven of us echoed him.
 
   Lance nodded. “Alright, the rules here are simple and few, but essential to ensure the safety of our people. Don’t steal, and don’t harm another person intentionally. If you end up becoming permanent citizens of New Bodega, certain things will be required of you—”
 
   “Such as?” Jason said.
 
   “Do your part—everyone has a role to fulfill here, and if you can’t come up with something that benefits the settlement on your own, the Council will assign you a job—don’t take more than you need, and never do anything that puts New Bodega at risk. When a transgression has occurred, the Town Council makes all final decisions regarding guilt. There is a single course of action on the rare occasions that the Council determines a party is guilty: banishment from New Bodega.”
 
   A low, humorless laugh rumbled in Jason’s chest. “A little harsh as a one-size-fits-all punishment.”
 
   Lance met his eyes, cold smile for cold smile. “These are troubling times, and as I said, the rules are simple and few. But New Bodega is a good place, filled with good people, and that gives the threat of banishment almost more weight than capital punishment. There aren’t many other places people can go.”
 
   I raised my hand, and when Lance looked at me, I said, “Can people come and go as they please?” Because, regardless of being on my home turf and sounding so idyllic compared to what lay on our side of the fence, not being able to leave New Bodega, being a prisoner in all but name, would be a deal-breaker for me.
 
   Lance nodded. “You’re free to leave at any time. Nobody will force you to stay.” With a shrug, he added, “Organized society isn’t for everyone.”
 
   I gave him a closemouthed smile and a no-further-questions nod.
 
   Looking at the armed guard, Lance said, “Clark, if you’ll let them in, please.”
 
   The guard lifted his rifle so the barrel rested on his shoulder and pointed up at the grayed-out sky, then stuck his hand into his pocket, retrieving a key. He unlocked the padlock securing the gate, rolling it to the side just enough for us lead our horses through in single file.
 
   As Lance led us down the road, Jason and Grayson fell in step on either side of him, letting me take over guiding their horses. Zoe and I followed close behind them, with the others spreading out behind us.
 
   “A lot’s changed around here since I left in January,” Grayson said to our guide.
 
   Lance nodded slowly. “I can imagine. I’ve only been a part of the community since late February, but I know the stories—the massacre…” He shook his head, heaving a heavy sigh. “But at least something good came out of it.”
 
   I scoffed and gave Zoe a disbelieving look. Something good? More than thirty survivors had been slaughtered, most of them people we knew.
 
   But Lance remained oblivious to my reaction. “It gave the rest of the survivors a reason to pull together, something to work toward—the safety of the community. Which, as of Monday, consists of four hundred and thirty-seven people.”
 
   Grayson whistled appreciatively. “How do you feed everyone?”
 
   “We have a few small garden-farms set up here, mostly in front and back yards.” He pointed to a home coming up on the right side of the road.
 
   A middle-aged woman and a teenage boy were working in the front yard, pulling weeds. Over a dozen rows of mounded dark, rich soil and a variety of plants, some barely sprouted, some well on their way to producing harvestable food, filled the mini-farm.
 
   The woman paused with a snarly little weed in her hand and looked up as we passed. When her eyes moved from Lance and Jason to Zoe and me, I offered her a tentative smile. She returned it, nodding in silent greeting as well. “Welcome,” she said in my head, and my smile widened.
 
   “Uh, D…” Zoe nudged my arm with her elbow. “What are you grinning at?”
 
   “It’s nothing, really.” I pointed to the woman with my chin. “She’s a telepath, and—” I was quiet for a moment while my thoughts floundered. “She just spoke to me telepathically.” I met Zoe’s eyes, biting my lip as I tried to explain why the brief telepathic greeting seemed like such a good sign to me. “She wasn’t afraid to show me—a perfect stranger—her Ability. She feels safe here, safe enough to let her true self shine, and…well, she’s a telepath, but she’s not being forced to do telepathic things. She’s gardening, not locked up in a room, forced to communicate with people, to lure them in.” I lifted my shoulders. “It’s just nice to see something that proves this place is different, better.”
 
   Smiling, Zoe nodded. “She felt content, too. Content, with a sense of purpose.”
 
   “You’ll find a lot of that around here,” Lance said, looking back at us. “Most of our people choose their assigned duty based not only on their skills, but also on what they enjoy.” He pointed back at the woman, who’d returned to her weeding and was speaking quietly to the teenage boy. “Kathy and her nephew, Mikey, came here shortly after me. She was a teacher before, but gardening was her favorite hobby. The Council let her choose between taking up a teaching post at the New Bodega schoolhouse and running a home garden, taking on a couple apprentices so she could pass on her skills.”
 
   “The soil here isn’t great,” Grayson commented.
 
   “It’s not,” Lance agreed. “And the weather’s not ideal, the plots are too small, and it’s too soon to have anything beyond the most minimal supplement to our main food source, but every little bit helps.”
 
   “The main food source being the ocean,” Jason clarified.
 
   Lance nodded. “Fish, crab, abalone, mussels, seaweed—we certainly don’t lack adequate sustenance.”
 
   “We noticed that some of the houses around town still haven’t been scavenged,” Jason said, and I knew he was thinking of our family homes. “You aren’t scavenging?”
 
   “We are,” Lance said, “but we focus on targets that promise a larger haul—wholesale stores, supermarkets, hardware stores, that kind of thing.”
 
   Jason glanced over his shoulder at the horses. “I’m assuming you have some better way to move what you find…?”
 
   I patted Wings’s heavily muscled shoulder. “Don’t pay any attention to him—you do a fabulous job of hauling our stuff around.”
 
   Lance looked back as well. “We don’t rely on horses for those trips, no, though we do have a herd of several dozen we keep on the Peninsula for shorter trips outside, and Colonel Marshall and the town guard use them when they head out on security sweeps.” Shaking his head, Lance laughed softly. “We rely on something else entirely for the big trips.”
 
   Jason focused on Lance, giving me a good view of his profile. His expression was, as I would have expected, carefully blank. “Which is…?”
 
   “We’ve, uh, requisitioned a few tanker trucks, as well as a few semis. Fuel wasn’t hard to find at first—we even used it in the boats—but we burned through it so quickly that we’ve pretty much tapped every source of diesel in the area.” He shook his head. “And regular gasoline is so touch-and-go now—half of what we come across is bad…” He shrugged. “We won’t be able to rely on the trucks for much longer, but hopefully by the time they’re no longer useful, we won’t need them.”
 
   Zoe and I exchanged identical expressions—eyebrows raised and lips pressed together in little frowns.
 
   We passed several more houses on the right side of the road, most with two or three people tending burgeoning gardens in the compact front and side yards, until we approached what had been, and still appeared to be, the boatyard. Dozens of people were hustling around, passing between and slipping under the hulls of at least ten sailboats sitting on boat stands.
 
   “Keeping the boatyard stocked with competent workers…” Lance shot a sharp glance at Jason, then looked over his shoulder at the rest of us. “I don’t suppose any of you happen to be sailboat mechanics…?” When he didn’t receive any affirmatives, he sighed. “Well, you can’t blame me for hoping.” He returned his attention to the people cleaning and working on boats on either side of the road. “Since we rely on the ocean for most of our food, keeping the marine vessels in tip-top shape is a high priority, right up there with patrolling the wall and running sweeps through the area outside.”
 
   We spent several minutes just walking and taking in the hustle and bustle of such a well-oiled machine. As I looked around, I was struck by an odd observation—while there were a ton of sailboats, both on stands in the boatyard and in the marina up ahead, there were absolutely no cars, trucks, or SUVs. At first it seemed odd, but the more I considered it, the more I realized how logical it was. Driving land vehicles around the peninsula would be excessive and wasteful. It made much more sense to stockpile their fuel to use only for their big scavenging excursions.
 
   As we neared the end of the boatyard, Lance stopped and turned around. The rest of us stopped as well, and most returned their attention to him. Jason, however, continued studying the way ahead, and I couldn’t help but do the same. Small buildings lined the road on the right, and most of the slips in the marina on the left were occupied by sailboats or clusters of smaller, rowable vessels.
 
   “This is the New Bodega town center,” Lance said. He pointed his thumb over his right shoulder, indicating the marina’s large boathouse; it was where we’d met with the Town Council and most of the townspeople back in January. “That’s Town Hall, where the Council meeting will take place. There will be a reception with food and refreshments in the banquet room upstairs, where you’ll have a chance to get to know us better in a more informal setting.”
 
   Lance switched hands, pointing over his left shoulder. “Here’s the general store, grocer, hardware supply, and hunting and fishing supply shop. We operate on a simple barter system here, so if you want something, you’ll have to trade for it. If you end up staying in New Bodega, you’ll be provided daily rations, so you won’t have to worry about bartering for food. And we have a steady supply of clean water, courtesy of a few of our people whose mutation enables them to desalinate and cleanse water of impurities.”
 
   That caused my eyebrows to raise. It sounded a lot like Tavis’s Ability, though he’d never tried to do anything like remove salt from water—or, likely, freshwater from saltwater—but I didn’t see any reason why he couldn’t.
 
   “Also,” Lance said, once again raising his right hand to point over his shoulder at what lay on the marina side of the road, “the parking lot beyond Town Hall has become the marketplace, where people set up shop in a more temporary manner, selling surplus food and other supplies. We usually have a few outside traders there as well; currently there are two, one from another settlement down south, in the Monterey area, the other a roving trader. And beyond the market, we’re in the process of developing several industrial shops—blacksmithing and metallurgy, woodworking, that sort of thing.”
 
   I watched Jason turn his full attention to Lance, a curious, considering expression on his face.
 
   Turning, Lance continued down the road toward Town Hall. We passed the surprisingly crowded marketplace on our right. With only several seconds’ examination, I noted that it looked just like a small run-of-the-mill farmer’s market.
 
   “You can tie up your horses here,” Lance said, stopping by a bike rack partway up the cement path to the Town Hall’s main entrance. “The Council will be ready for you at five.” Lance peeked down at his watch. “That gives you a little over a half hour to explore. Feel free to wander around, just please don’t keep the Council waiting.”
 
   We all nodded and said our thanks, and Lance quickly disappeared into the Town Hall, leaving us to tie our mounts to the bike rack. I felt giddy at the opportunity to explore this so familiar, yet so foreign place, and at the same time, I was bummed that I didn’t—nor did any of my companions—have anything to barter with on hand.
 
   “Hey,” Zoe said, apparently picking up on my emotions. She linked her arm with mine and led me toward the jumble of folding tables and tents set up as mini-shops. “You could always offer your services as an animal whisperer…”
 
    
 
   ~~~~~
 
    
 
   The eight of us gathered by the “hitching post” five minutes before the meeting was supposed to start, having spent the past half hour broken off into pairs as we wandered around the town center. I’d spent most of the time walking arm-in-arm with Zoe, looking at the various wares offered at each booth—from pots, pans, and cooking utensils to fabric and clothing to handmade net bags of fresh shellfish. With only a few minutes to spare, we’d met up with Jason and Jake, who’d passed the time walking around the far end of the parking lot, where the smithy and workshop were being erected, and the four of us had made our way back to the Town Hall together.
 
   The Town Hall was a fairly large two-story structure with, as was to be expected of a boathouse, two indoor slips for small vessels on the harbor side. The rest of the ground floor was divided into rooms, including several small offices and a larger conference room. I was only familiar with the layout because one of my high school boyfriends had worked for the marina part time, and he’d snuck me into one of the lesser-used offices more than once for a clandestine rendezvous.
 
   When we passed through the glass double doors and into a comfortable waiting room that had been redecorated in the months we’d been gone, Lance greeted us again. He led us down a hallway, past the closed doors to all of the smaller offices, and through the open doorway to the conference room at the end of the hall.
 
   We shuffled through the doorway in singles and in pairs, spreading out along the wall on either side. Nine people were seated, facing us, at a long table that stretched nearly the entire length of the room. With Lance and the eight of us filling the other half of the room, the space was more than a little cramped.
 
   The woman in the middle of the line of seated Council Members stood, extending her hand toward the chairs on our side of the table. “Please, sit.” She was tall and slender, with brown hair streaked with gray, slightly lined features, and intelligent eyes. Her name was Bethany James, a former high school principal. I didn’t know her well, but I remembered her from the last time we’d met with the Council. “Daniel, it’s so good to see you again,” she said to Grayson with a warm smile. “I hope you’re well.”
 
   “I am,” Grayson said as he sat in the center seat on our side of the table. “And you’re looking quite well yourself, Beth.”
 
   I wasn’t sure, but I thought Bethany James might have blushed. I eyed Grayson as I took my own seat between Jason and Zoe, then did a quick scan of the faces of the other Council Members. I recognized a few others besides Bethany, but at least five of them were new to the Council, or rather, new to me. One of the newcomers was a middle-aged man who, based on his fatigues, I guessed had to be Colonel Marshall.
 
   Lance sat as well, claiming the only other chair, which was located at the far end of the table, his clipboard and a large, leather-bound journal resting on the table in front of him.
 
   Bethany’s eyes moved from face to face, examining each of us for several seconds, just long enough to make her gaze uncomfortable. Eventually, her focus returned to Grayson. “You and your people have been through quite a lot, Daniel. I can see it on your faces and feel it in your hearts.” She smiled a warm, genuine smile. “We’re glad you’ve made it back to us.”
 
   “As am I.”
 
   I looked from Grayson to Bethany and back, certain there were sparks floating between them. I held in a snicker. I was totally going to give Grayson a hard time about flirting with the leader of the New Bodega Town Council…later.
 
   “Well,” Bethany said, clearing her throat and sitting up just a tiny bit straighter, “we have an interesting proposal for you and your people, one we hope you’ll be as excited about as we are—but first, we’d appreciate it if you could share with us some of what you’ve experienced.” Her eyes shifted to Zoe. “From what you and the dreamwalker told us, some of you have come all the way from the East Coast, but you’ve all been as far as Colorado. Most of our people are from the Northern California coast, and none, not even the traders who’ve passed through New Bodega, have been further than Oregon or Nevada. Not since the outbreak.” Her gaze settled back on Grayson.
 
   He held Bethany’s stare, nodding slowly, thoughtfully. “Where would you like us to start?”
 
   “How about the beginning,” she said, the corner of her mouth curving upward.
 
   “Hmmm…the beginning is different for each of us, but…” Grayson’s focus shifted, and leaning forward, he looked at Gabe. “Your story might be the best place to start.”
 
   Shrugging, Gabe sat up straighter and rested his forearms on the table. “For me, it all started when the genetic engineering company I worked for received a DOD contract and moved to some facilities on Peterson Air Force Base in Colorado Springs. I—”
 
   “That’s the location of the Colony…run by this”—Bethany glanced down at a small notebook on the table in front of her, flipping back a few pages—“General Herodson?”
 
   “Yes,” Gabe said before launching into his personal story, which spanned a several-year period before the initial outbreak. He explained that he’d started working under Dr. Wesley on a program relating to heretofore untapped human potential, what we now knew of as “Abilities,” and had quickly been initiated into the inner circle of those opposed to the program, including Dr. Wesley, and had been made aware of the General’s Ability to control the minds of others.
 
   He explained the moment when he first realized what Dr. Wesley had done, releasing the Virus on the general population and initiating what was essentially the end of human civilization—the moment he’d received a call from his best friend, Jake, claiming that his sister was sick and seemed to be losing her mind. Except Becca hadn’t been losing her mind, she’d been developing an Ability.
 
   He told them that the Virus was simply a mechanism to enable the mass spread of the gene therapy and explained the science behind the mutation every person who was infected went through. He told them everything he could about the Colony and the people there—the Re-gens, the T-Rs, the yellow- and black-bands, electrotherapy, Project Eden, my abduction, and how people with different Abilities were used as though they were things, not human beings—without hinting at Dr. Wesley’s relation to Zoe and Jason, or at the fact that one or more of our people were likely working for the General.
 
   “These ‘Re-gens,’” Bethany started, skepticism written all over her face despite Lance not once having pointed out an untruth in Gabe’s tale. “To reanimate a corpse—that’s just…I don’t see how such a thing could be possible.”
 
   “And yet, I am here,” Becca said, speaking for the first time since we’d sat.
 
   All nine sets of the Council Members’ eyes snapped to her, and I had to hold back a grin. Even now, in a world so filled with wonder and the impossible made possible, people still wanted to hold on to their old, outdated view of reality. Humanity could be so stubborn; I was hoping that would be the one characteristic that might prevent us from dying out altogether.
 
   “You’re claiming to be one of these—these creatures?” Bethany said, her gaze flicking to Lance. When he nodded, she returned her attention to Becca, scrutinizing her face…her not-quite-right eyes. I knew what she was seeing—irises that were a little too dull, a little too gray, a little too dead. Camille and Mase’s eyes had the same inhuman quality; it was the one external marker of their difference from non-Re-gens. Inside, well, that was another matter entirely.
 
   Becca nodded. “I am.”
 
   “She’s not a creature.” Jake’s voice was a low rumble. “She’s my sister.”
 
   There was a prolonged, tense silence. A collective holding of breath.
 
   Finally, Bethany shot another quick look to Lance, and when he confirmed what Becca and Jake had claimed with another nod, Bethany exhaled heavily. “Well…I must apologize. No insult was intended.”
 
   “Jake is the friend I mentioned earlier,” Gabe said, earning raised eyebrows and opened mouths from some of the Council Members. “After Becca saw whatever she saw and killed herself, I did the only thing I could think of. I took her to Wes—Dr. Wesley—to see if she was a candidate for the Re-gen procedure. It was still very new then, but we managed.”
 
   “We would love to know more about this procedure,” the man on Bethany’s right said. “We have a few biotech people here who—”
 
   “No,” Becca said resolutely.
 
   “Now, young lady, I understand that this may be a sensitive subject for you, but I don’t see why you’d deny the rest of us the chance to eliminate death as a—”
 
   “You do not see, because you do not know what I know.” Becca turned her sharp, gray gaze to Gabe. “You cannot teach them this. You must not. It’s imperative, Dr. McLau—Gabe.”
 
   I watched Becca and Gabe stare at each other for several heartbeats, until finally, Gabe nodded. “But I may be able to offer something else,” he said to Bethany. “If you have any people with Abilities like Jason’s, specifically the Ability to nullify others’ Abilities completely, I can teach your biotech people how to make a ‘neutralizer’ that will protect whoever is injected from nearly all Abilities—including mind control—for up to a week. It wouldn’t be something you’d want to use all the time, but it would be useful as a backup plan…just in case.”
 
   Again, Bethany exchanged a look with several other Council Members. “That’s very generous of you.” She tilted her head to the side. “What’s the catch?”
 
   Gabe offered her a chilly smile. “We’ll do whatever we can to keep as many people as possible out of the hands of Herodson and the others like him.”
 
   “The others like him?” Bethany said, furrowing her brow.
 
   A heavy silence descended over the room.
 
   Carlos cleared his throat. “Yeah,” he said, speaking for the first time since we entered the Town Hall. He rubbed the back of his neck as he started telling his own story, first captivating the Council with his tale of leaving Central Washington with his two siblings, then horrifying them with details of what happened when he arrived in South Lake Tahoe, of being forced to worship Mandy, a woman whose Ability stripped all around her of their will, leaving behind only mindless, adoring husks.
 
   Bethany, as well as all but two of her peers—Colonel Marshall and the man on her right—were covering their mouths with their hands by the time Carlos finished. Most had unshed tears shining in their eyes as well, at least, those whose tears hadn’t already escaped.
 
   Bethany had to clear her throat several times before she could speak. “What happened to them, to Vanessa and Annie? Did you look for them after…once you were freed?”
 
   When Carlos didn’t show any sign of answering, simply stared down at his hands gripping his jeans, I jumped in. “We found them on our way back here. They’re at the ranch right now.”
 
   “She’s one of the Lost Ones.” Colonel Marshall’s voice was accusatory. “You can’t keep her here. She should be put down.”
 
   Carlos didn’t raise his head, but he did glare at the Colonel, and a faint crackling hum filled the air. The Council Members looked around the room, their eyes a little wild, and Zoe’s breath hitched as emotions spiked.
 
   I looked at Jason, alarm widening my eyes, but he only stared back at me, his expression placid. For whatever reason, apparently he wanted to let this play out.
 
   Fine…that’s just fine. But we couldn’t let Carlos electrocute the rest of us in a dominance display, either. “Vanessa is one of us,” I said. “We’re a package deal.”
 
   I stared at Colonel Marshall, refusing to lower my eyes, and still the air tingled with electricity. The tiny hairs on my arm stood on end, and I could feel the flyaways floating around my head.
 
   It was Bethany who interrupted what was turning into one hell of a staring contest. “In which case I think you’ll find our offer very appealing.”
 
   The Colonel broke eye contact, shifting his gaze to Bethany, his features tense with irritation, or possibly anger, and the electric hum slowly faded away.
 
   Bethany paused long enough to meet Colonel Marshall’s stare, her own seeming to say “Yes? Did you want something?” before looking at Grayson. “The ocean is our main—and really, our only—source of food. Before your people made contact a few days ago, we were in the process of discussing what type of team might best be suited for establishing an agricultural satellite settlement nearby. We’ve been held up on trying to put together a group of people with the most effective combination of skills.” She shrugged. “It would do us no good to set up an operation like this only to have it unable to defend itself, but the Colonel’s ranks are stretched thin as it is—the more people we bring in, the more people we need on the town watch.”
 
   Grayson nodded slowly. “Interestingly enough, we came here intending to propose something very similar, so I think I speak for everyone when I say we’re all ears.”
 
   Bethany smiled. “Based on everything you’ve told us”—she glanced at me—“and on your unwavering loyalty to each other, I can imagine no better group to take on the task.” She scanned each of us quickly. “Do any of you have farming or gardening experience?”
 
   I raised my hand partway. “Some. My grandma was a skilled gardener and herbalist, and I know a lot about animals…obviously.” My eyes hardened. “I won’t raise animals to be slaughtered, though. If you want someone to do that, you’ll have to look elsewhere.”
 
   Bethany frowned, but didn’t argue.
 
   “I worked on a farm during my early adulthood,” Grayson said. “I was a bit of a drifter.” He tossed me a sideways glance. “Though not that kind.”
 
   Jason emitted a moderately interested grunt. “My dad was a carpenter—taught me most of what he knew—and Jake’s good with anything mechanical. I think we can manage.”
 
   “It’s settled then,” Bethany said with a definitive nod. “You’re the right people for the job, and I think you’ll enjoy being autonomous, considering how long you’ve been out there, away from a society with hard-and-fast rules.” She paused. “We’re willing to provide you with the provisions you’ll need to get up and running so you won’t have to waste any time or energy procuring your own, so long as the majority of your crop, when ready, comes to New Bodega. You may, of course, reserve some for your own sustenance and trading purposes…”
 
   “You’ve been thinking about this for some time, it would seem,” Grayson said. “Do you already have a location picked out?”
 
   The young woman sitting to the left of Bethany piped in with, “We actually have several possible spots: one in the Russian River Valley, near Healdsburg, one in the Carneros area, and one a few miles west of Petaluma.”
 
   Jason exchanged a look with Jake, then with Grayson. He was smiling.
 
   “Petaluma sounds perfect,” Grayson said.
 
   “Wonderful.” Bethany scanned each of us again. “And are there enough of you to run this new settlement, or do we need to provide additional workers?”
 
   Grayson shook his head. “That won’t be necessary. There are plenty of us, and we have more people waiting back in Tahoe who are hoping to join us eventually.”
 
   Bethany looked at Carlos. “These are the others who were controlled by that woman?”
 
   Carlos nodded.
 
   “I see.” After a long moment, Bethany addressed the rest of the Council. “I propose that we move forward on the satellite settlement with Daniel and his people.”
 
   “I second,” the woman on her right said.
 
   Bethany nodded to her. “Any opposed?” she asked the rest of the Council.
 
   Absolute silence filled the room.
 
   “Motion passed.” Bethany looked at Lance, who started writing furiously. “Let the record show that in exchange for…”
 
   I tuned out Bethany’s words as I realized that this was really happening. For the first time in a long time, we might actually have a place that was ours…a place we belonged. I almost couldn’t believe how perfectly everything was falling into place. 
 
   It was almost too perfect.
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   Gabe, Becca, and Grayson chatted intently with Bethany as they left the conference room and headed toward the reception. Carlos and Dani trailed out behind them, animated and smiling with hope illuminating their eyes. Jake and Jason brought up the rear, already planning what sort of projects they could start when they arrived at their new settlement and discussing who would be best suited to do what.
 
   “It would be great to have a shop where we can tear apart any old machines and repurpose the parts,” Jason said. “I have so many ideas. I could keep you busy for months.” He shook his head and let out a small chuckle. “There’s going to be so much to do…I can see it already.” When he glanced over his shoulder, he paused, and Jake followed suit.
 
   Zoe still sat at the conference table, her gaze fixed on the sketched aerial map of New Bodega that covered the expanse of the wall behind the Council’s table.
 
   Jake turned to Jason. “We’ll meet you up there.”
 
   Jason nodded, his features drawn in what Jake assumed was concern for his sister, but then he disappeared into the hallway.
 
   Scanning the room, Jake realized that he and Zoe were the only two left.
 
   Although he wasn’t certain, he could imagine what was bothering her. Zoe was home, the place that for her held the most memories, the most secrets, and therefore the most heartache. While Jake found hope and comfort in the idea of having a home and the endless possibilities that accompanied starting over, Zoe might not share his sentiments, especially not when their new home would be so close to the one she so desperately wanted to leave behind.
 
   Knowing her well enough to assume she needed a moment to collect her thoughts, Jake resisted the urge to reach out to comfort her. Instead, he did one of the things he was best at: he sat down and waited as she processed what she was feeling.
 
   When the sun began to set, darkening the room, and the muffled voices coming from upstairs were all that filled the silence, Zoe finally faced him. Her eyes were burning with more emotion than he’d seen in them since his Zoe had come back to him a couple weeks ago.
 
   “I’m not sure I can do this,” she said quietly. “I thought I could—I mean, I wanted to—but…so close…?”
 
   Jake turned to face her, needing Zoe to feel his resolve to stay, to see why he wanted this to work, for them. “It’s a place to call home, Zoe.”
 
   “I just—” She lifted her shoulders, still shaking her head despondently. “It was home, Jake, but being here….the dreams are already worse. What happens if I stay?” She rose from her chair and began pacing. “What if I can’t get over it? What if I lose myself like my dad did? You don’t know what he was like.” She continued to pace. “He was surrounded by memories, and it ruined him. I don’t think I could handle it…”
 
   Jake rose and closed the distance between them, reaching for her hand. “But the difference is you’re not alone here,” he said. “You have all of us…you have Jason and me and Dani.”
 
   Zoe seemed to calm momentarily, before her shimmering, turquoise-colored eyes widened with fear. “What if the General finds out we’re alive, especially now that my mom knows? What if he comes looking for us? We’re sitting ducks if we stay here. It’ll be the first place he looks.”
 
   “We’re not sitting ducks. Look at how far we’ve gotten, at what we can do now.” He squeezed her hand in his. “You alone would know if he was coming a mile away.” Indecision clouded her eyes, but Jake continued. “Zoe, I would never let anything happen to you, you know that. I would die a thousand times—”
 
   She stiffened. “Why do you always have to do that?” Her voice was a hard whisper. For the first time—with her eyes so radiant, so piercing—Jake thought he saw the real Zoe, angry and unrepentant, with unbridled loyalty and determination that drove her to desperation. “Why do you always have to be the guy who saves everyone—saves me?”
 
   He hadn’t expected that reaction, but then again, he thought he probably should have. “You’re upset with me because I want to protect you?”
 
   With a quick, despondent exhale, Zoe closed her eyes and licked her lips before her palm gently cupped the side of his face. “Of course not.” She said it so quietly that he barely heard her. “But do you think it’s easy to watch you suffer?” she asked. “Burned beyond recognition or shot in the chest or stabbed in the back or so weak after a transfusion you can barely stand? Is it knowing you’ll eventually heal supposed to make it easier?” She pulled away from him, a despairing sadness threading her words. “Do you have any idea how hard it is to watch that, to know you’d do anything for me? To see you so close to death that I can feel the abyss nearly swallowing you, the life draining from you, until you’re almost nothing?”
 
   Jake reached for her as a tear, too stubborn to be held at bay, slid down her cheek.
 
   He hadn’t ever thought of it that way. He tried to imagine lying at Zoe’s bedside after she’d been shot and left for dead. He remembered the sting of misery he’d felt when Clara had poisoned her, when they’d all thought she was dead. He never wanted to relive that moment again.
 
   “Your regeneration doesn’t make it easier, Jake, it makes it worse. Every single time you get hurt, I ask myself, ‘Is this finally it? Will I lose him forever? How will I be able to live with myself?’” She shook her head, and he could barely stand the hurt that made her voice hollow and distant. “I can’t do that. I can’t keep losing people—”
 
   Her voice caught, and without hesitation, Jake wrapped his arms around her. “You’re not going to lose me, Zoe.”
 
   Her head shook against his chest. “This place is cursed,” she said. Slowly, Zoe wrapped her arms around him, clutching the back of his thermal shirt so tightly he thought she might never let go of him.
 
   “I know it’s hard to look beyond the past,” he said, his cheek resting against her forehead. “But how can staying in a place that gives everyone so much hope be a bad decision? This will be good for us.” Jake wanted her to see their future the way he did, to have something to look forward to instead of constantly being chased by what was behind them. “Now we can make this place our home,” he added. “We can have our own memories…don’t you want to live your own damn life?” His voice was soft and beseeching.
 
   As if she finally felt his desperation, she said, “Of course I do.”
 
   Jake pulled her away from him and gazed down at her. “Then let’s do this. You have your family now, your real family—that’s what you’ve been waiting for. This is your second chance…our chance.” He searched her eyes, the eyes he’d relied on to tell him what she wouldn’t. He wanted everything they’d gone through to be worth something. He brushed the longer strands of hair behind her ear and dropped his voice to little more than a whisper. “I want you to smile because you’re actually happy.” He quirked the corner of his mouth up. “As obnoxious as it is sometimes, I want that determined glint in your eye back, your feistiness back…”
 
   Zoe quickly glanced down, looking bashful, before gazing back up at him through her lashes.
 
   “I love you, Zoe.” Jake let his words, his heart, linger in the inch between them. “I want you to be able to start over…with me.”
 
   Licking her lips again, Zoe nodded, her eyes open wide and gleaming. “I love you, too,” she said, and rose to tiptoes and wrapped her arms around his neck. “Okay.”
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   The sound of a low, rumbling voice woke me from yet another haunting dream about my mom, and my eyes flew open. There was a featherlight pressure against the right side of my face. I stared up at the stars through the netted top of the tent, trying to steady my breath.
 
   “Are you alright?” Jake asked.
 
   As my desperation and fear subsided, I let out a deep breath. “Did I wake anyone?” I whispered, turning my head to look at him.
 
   “It doesn’t matter.” It was his nice way of saying probably. He pulled me into his arms, somehow knowing it was exactly what I needed.
 
   “You’re becoming a pro at this,” I tried to joke, but Jake said nothing. He simply stroked my exposed arm with his thumb, and I rested my head on his chest.
 
   “Why is this happening?” I whispered. “I have the answers I wanted…I know the truth, but the dreams just keep changing. Why won’t they go away?”
 
   “Honestly,” Jake said, “it’s probably a test for me.”
 
   “Really? How so?” I craned my neck to look up at his shadowed profile, barely able to see the hint of a smile.
 
   “Because every night you have your dreams, I get to pull you into my arms and hold you as close as I ever really get to, until you fall asleep.”
 
   I smiled. “And that’s a test because…”
 
   “My self-control is diminishing.”
 
   I could only chuckle softly. “You’re trying to distract me…”
 
   “Is it working?” He smiled against my ear.
 
   Laughing, I tightened my hold around him, unsure what the hell I would do if he weren’t there to comfort me. “Thank you,” I whispered.
 
   “For?”
 
   I propped myself up on my elbows and gazed down at the contours of his face. “For your patience…for always knowing what to do and what to say to make me feel better…for being you.” I leaned down to press a light kiss to his lips.
 
   Jake reached his hand behind my head, his thumb gently brushing the side of my face as he kissed me a little deeper. Feeling the space between us charge to nearly unbearable levels, I knew what was to come. Us. Together. Our first time making love since my memory had returned.
 
   It hadn’t escaped my notice that, like last time, he was holding me after a dream. But this time, it was different. I was the Zoe he wanted, the one who occupied his thoughts. And knowing that made me want him all the more. I wanted his strength and love and protection to fill every fiber of my being, to fill up the emptiness that lingered in the days since my memories had returned. We were finally…right.
 
   I kissed him deeper still.
 
   “Zoe.” The mere sound of him saying my name made my heart swell to near bursting. He pressed his lips against mine, giving me a slow, savoring kiss so intoxicating I thought I might die from withdrawal if he ever stopped.
 
   Jake’s warm hand found its way under the hem of my t-shirt, his fingers light as they trailed up my back. His body was hot, but mine was near burning. I needed air…needed to be rid of the confines of my clothes. I pulled my shirt over my head, flinging it into the corner of the tent.
 
   “That was easier than I thought,” he muttered, and I could feel the heat of his gaze as it raked over my body.
 
   “Easy? So you planned this?” Jake shrugged, and I leaned into him, my lips brushing against his ear as I said, “You’d better be careful…or I’ll have to punish you…”
 
   “Punish me?” I could picture his broad grin curving his lips into a delectable smile. “You don’t have it in you.”
 
   “No? Well, a lot’s changed in the last month, and I have you right where I want you…”
 
   Jake leaned his head back as much as his pillow would allow and let out a deep laugh. His chest rumbled, and I could feel the column of his throat move up and down as I pressed my lips against it.
 
   “That was a bad move,” I informed him. I nestled my face in the crook of his neck, lightly dragging the tip of my tongue against the scruffy, sensitive skin beneath his jaw. He smelled of leather and tasted of salt.
 
   Groaning, Jake gripped my hips.
 
   I tried to stifle a laugh as I straightened. “See what happens when you don’t take me seriously?”
 
   His hands splayed against my back, urging me back down to him. The moment his mouth, his tongue, found my collarbone and then the base of my throat, my eyes closed, and I let out a strangled whimper. He kissed an invisible line down to each of my breasts, each graze of his lips leaving behind an excruciatingly blissful throb that spiraled downward, making me desperate to cry out.
 
   His grip on my torso tightened, and he rolled me over onto my back. I lost myself in a laugh of pure elation and to an overwhelming desire for more. I craved it. Needed it. I wasn’t sure I could live another moment without it. Without him. 
 
   Fleetingly, I thought of the others, of the quietness that surrounded us, but then I realized my pants were gone, replaced by his hot, solid body on top of mine. By his insistent hands. By his devouring lips. And all else was completely forgotten.
 
    
 
   ~~~~~
 
    
 
   After taking Shadow for a long stroll around the ranch, trying to come to terms with our decision to stay so close to home, I opened the pasture gate and led him through to graze with the other content horses. Unhooking his halter, I draped it over my shoulder.
 
   “Thanks for being such a good boy,” I said softly and brushed his scraggly, black forelock from his eyes. I would’ve trimmed it for him, but according to Dani, he preferred that I didn’t. I gave Shadow’s nose a gentle stroke with the back of my curled finger and patted the side of neck before pushing him away. He ambled toward Arrow and Brutus, gave them a little nicker, and lowered his head to the ground for a late morning snack.
 
   It was our last day at Riders’ Ranch, and I figured the horses might as well enjoy their final meal in the lush pasture before we headed for our new home in Petaluma. We’d never seen the farm, and aside from knowing it was big enough for all of us, we didn’t really know what to expect.
 
   Leaving the horses to their grazing, I walked back to the gate and closed it behind me.
 
   Squeaking hinges and a hollow bang startled me, and I craned my neck in time to see Sarah storm out of the ranch house, wobble down the steps, and lumber around the side of the house and behind the shed as fast as her legs would carry her.
 
   I waited for Biggs to run out after her, but instead, it was Mase who came to the screen door. He filled the wooden frame completely and peeked his head outside, a mixture of trepidation and fear twisting his features as he scanned the yard around the house. When he saw me standing in front of the pasture gate a couple dozen yards away, he shrugged.
 
   Muffled sobbing and screaming reclaimed my attention, and I looked back over at the shed. Sarah walked a few steps away from it, her arms flailing emphatically, and she turned and disappeared behind the shed once more.
 
   I gave Mase what I hoped was a reassuring nod then sprinted toward Sarah, more than a little concerned.
 
   As I drew closer, I could barely make out what she was shrieking. “…not even real. It’s not even real…” Coming up alongside the shed, I stopped, horrified by the images that were filling my head, by the feelings that were fogging my mind.
 
    
 
   Sarah, scrawny and homeless with tattered clothes and more-wild-than-usual hair, walked into a cramped, nondescript building, where a man in a white lab coat stood with a clipboard in hand. Holding it out to her, the man pointed to the top paper. Sarah nodded, biting her lower lip as her eyes scoured the document. With a heavy exhale, she signed the bottom of the sheet, and the man smiled.
 
    
 
   Like her memories were resurfacing from a long-buried past, another image emerged.
 
    
 
   Sarah woke up in a hospital bed, IVs in her arms, tubes in her mouth, and electrodes attached to her head.
 
    
 
   Stepping around the corner of the shed, my mind spinning, I watched her.
 
   She was completely oblivious to my presence until she turned around again, stopping after taking a few awkward steps in my direction. Her eyes narrowed, then widened, and I could feel her inner battle—see her different selves fighting for space in her mind. It was like I was observing someone with multiple personality disorder carrying out several conversations with herself. Two images of Sarah flickered to life in my mind’s eye, two different versions of her, screaming at each other about who was real, who was right…who should be in charge of her.
 
    
 
   Sarah, strong and formidable, stood in the library of a grand home—what I’d thought was her grand home. She looked like a completely different person, a determined, almost angry glare pinching her features. Her curly brown hair was pulled back into a tight knot atop her head, her clothes were black and form-fitting, and a handgun was gripped in her fingers.
 
    
 
   “There were no family photos,” I said, remembering the walls adorned with original artwork, but nothing personal, no portraits of her wealthy parents or candid images from her childhood. We’d never even found her parents.
 
    
 
   Sarah watched as men in fatigues removed a handful of bloodied bodies from the house, and a team of people hustled around her, removing photos and certificates from the walls, scouring through the hundreds of books lining the shelves, and tossing trophies into oversized garbage bags.
 
    
 
   Sarah started pacing again. “I don’t understand.” She let out a whimper. “I don’t understand. It’s all a goddamn lie! What am I supposed to do? What am I—” When she glanced up again, it was like she was noticing me for the first time. She stopped in her tracks, tears pouring down her face as she wrapped her arms around her belly. “I don’t know what’s wrong with me, Zoe,” she wailed and fell to her knees.
 
   “Oh my God, Sarah, be careful!” I said, closing the distance between us and kneeling beside her. I wrapped my arms around her shoulders, trying to steady her shaking body. “What the hell happened?”
 
   Completely despondent and unable to formulate a single coherent word, Sarah continued to sob. Unsure what I should do, I pulled her tighter against me, my love for my friend clouding the fear I should’ve been feeling in seeing her true past, in feeling the burning hatred she intermittently felt for me.
 
   Purposefully, I watched a storm of jumbled images flash through her mind…images that made the hair on my arms and the back of my neck stand on end.
 
    
 
   Sarah was walking beside a man in fatigues, her clothes changed into jeans and a cardigan, her hair down and bouncing with each leisurely step, and a softer expression on her face and a shimmer of innocence in her eyes.
 
    
 
   I balked and stared down at my wailing, quivering friend. A torrent of emotions assaulted us both: resentment, terror, determination, eagerness mixed with affection, gratitude, guilt, and uncertainty.
 
   “Sarah?” I said, recalling the night I’d dug around in her mind and had found nothing like the two lives I could now see commingling as one.
 
    
 
   Sarah and I were in her bedroom back in St. Louis, jumping up and down and giggling so much that we could barely breathe. Biggs was there, standing in the doorway, and upon simply seeing him, adoration filled her entire being…
 
    
 
   …Sarah, wearing her black pants and combat boots, was kneeling on the ground. A murderous look hardened her features as she dragged a blade across an old man’s throat. His eyes were wide with terror before his face, twisted in pain, slackened as he bled out in Sarah’s arms. Her expression was blank, except for the victorious glint in her eyes.
 
    
 
   I swallowed the dread nestled thick in my throat.
 
    
 
   Sarah and Jordan walked in through the front door of my house in Salem, both smiling at me. Sarah proffered her hand in greeting, like she was a completely different person than the woman holding the knife…
 
    
 
   The truth was glaring me in the face, suffocating, and I resisted the urge to scream.
 
    
 
   I was sitting on my bed back at Fort Knox, Sarah brushing my hair…
 
    
 
   …Sarah was watching over me while I slept, crying with concern as I lay in the hospital bed…
 
    
 
   …Sarah was sitting at my kitchen table back in Salem, eating my food in my house, watching TV in my house, even when Jordan was out of town or at work.
 
    
 
   I struggled to reconcile the two versions of the woman in my arms—trained, dangerous Sarah and bubbly, naive Sarah, who I’d grown to love almost like a sister. Having known it was possible, even likely, that she wasn’t who we—who she—thought she was didn’t make the realization any easier as I watched each memory of our experiences together fuse with those of a Sarah I didn’t recognize, a Sarah I didn’t trust, a Sarah who was frightening.
 
   A Sarah who was trained to kill me.
 
   “I’m so sorry,” she sobbed, clutching onto me desperately. “I don’t know what’s happening to me, I don’t understand—” She let out an agonizing cry and clutched her stomach. “Oh my God!” She struggled for breath. “The babies…something’s wrong with the babies…”
 
   “Shit,” I hissed. As she knelt beside me, gasping in excruciating pain, I let the impending truth of her betrayal fall by the wayside, and my instincts took over. “Come on, Sarah. We’ve got to get you inside.”
 
   She screamed again as I tried to lift her. “I can’t move, Zoe. I can’t—” Another piercing scream echoed through the late morning, and I hoped that by the time I could get her to her feet, the others would be there, ready to help.
 
   “Hold on, Sarah. We’ve got to get you inside—”
 
   “I can’t,” she breathed. “It hurts so bad, I—” She let out another bloodcurdling scream.
 
   Squeezing her shoulders, I stared into her eyes. “Sarah, you can’t have your babies in the dirt. You would never forgive me. We have to get you up.”
 
   Biggs and Harper barreled around the corner of the shed, horror filling Biggs’s eyes. They were still dressed in their gear from going into town to scavenge, but their jackets and gun holsters didn’t inhibit them—especially not Biggs. He fell to his knees on Sarah’s other side.
 
   “Babe,” he gasped. “Are you alright…is it the babies?”
 
   Sarah let out another wail in answer, and Harper helped Biggs lift her up to take her into the house.
 
   “Sarah, you have to relax,” Harper said. “It’s just like we practiced—”
 
   “I can’t relax!” she snarled.
 
   “Deep inhale, Babe. Please,” Biggs begged, smoothing her hair back from her face.
 
   She did as she was told, but the pain from the contractions made it difficult for her to concentrate for long.
 
   “Zoe, we’ll need the blankets and towels from the trunk in the cart, and I need my medical bag. Hurry—we don’t have long.” Harper’s voice was controlled as he and Biggs made their way toward the house with Sarah propped between them.
 
   I nodded, staring into Sarah’s frightened eyes, before turning to run toward the barn.
 
   “Zoe,” Harper called. “Get Chris, too; we’re gonna need her.”
 
   “Okay!” I said and picked up the pace.
 
   “What can I do?” Dani asked as I sprinted past her and Annie.
 
   “Get Chris, and we’ll need water and soap for anyone doing any handling.” Dani nodded and hustled away, leaving me to gather Harper’s medical bag and the towels and blankets.
 
   When I finally arrived back at the ranch house, out of breath, Chris and Biggs were helping Sarah settle on the makeshift delivery bed consisting of carefully arranged couch cushions on a small kitchen table. Dani straightened as she finished laying the sheet over it, and I nearly flung myself at her in gratitude. Her work at the ranch years ago, combined with her more recent, temporary use of it as a safe haven mere months ago, provided her a familiarity with the place the rest of us lacked.
 
   Dani glanced from me to Sarah and back, her face scrunched in sympathy. I had to fight the urge to run to her, to cry into her arms and tell her what I’d seen—that I was finally certain Sarah was a Monitor. But Sarah’s screaming diverted my attention, sobering my thoughts and bringing me back to the urgent task at hand.
 
   Becca ran inside, the screen door slamming behind her and a wide-eyed look on her face. “Here are more pillows,” she said.
 
   I pointed to Dani, who grabbed the pillows, layering them behind Sarah’s head to prop her up a bit more. Sarah offered Dani a brief, tight smile of thanks, and my stomach knotted. As harmless as Sarah appeared to be in the midst of giving birth, I couldn’t ignore the unease I felt at seeing my best friend standing so close to someone so dangerous.
 
   Sarah’s eyes met mine, and I saw the roaring emotions and pain darkening them.
 
   “Zoe?” Harper said, making me jump.
 
   I shook my head and stepped closer, nearly stumbling on the tangle of clothes and gear that he and Biggs had shed in the chaos of moving Sarah. I handed Harper his medical bag and started gathering up the pile of gear from the floor and dumping it onto the seat of the antique armchair that had been pushed into one corner.
 
   “Thanks, Baby Girl,” Harper said, distracted as he opened his bag. “Biggs, get her breathing leveled out or she’s going to hyperventilate.”
 
   Biggs and Chris were murmuring reassurances and instructions to Sarah, while Becca, Dani, and I stood by, dumbfounded and waiting for another command.
 
   Becca glanced at me. “I’ll be outside with Carlos,” she whispered. “Let us know if you need anything else.” The way she singled me out and squeezed my arm reassuringly made me wonder if somehow she knew my insides were riddled with fear and sadness—or if maybe she’d had a vision of what had happened to Sarah, that she knew a war had broken out in Sarah’s mind. A war Sarah was losing.
 
   I nodded and flashed Becca a grateful smile before moving closer to Harper.
 
   Sarah shrieked in pain, her screams coming one after the other.
 
   “Can you give her something for the pain?” Biggs asked, panicked.
 
   Harper shook his head. “There’s no way it’ll kick in fast enough. It all happened too fast…”
 
   “What now, H?” I asked, my voice sounding steadier than I felt.
 
   “The babies are coming,” he said, pulling on a clean pair of gloves. “Wash your hands and put on a pair”—he tossed the box of gloves to me—“because you’re gonna help me deliver these poor kids. Otherwise they might be deaf by the time they get here.” He winked at me, a Harper gesture of reassurance, but I could feel his fear building as he readied himself for the delivery.
 
   Even though he hoped Sarah’s twins would be okay, he knew that her situation was so far beyond normal that there were no certainties…but then, there never were in childbirth.
 
   Harper scrutinized me with his shrewd, green eyes. “Stop digging, Baby Girl, come on.”
 
   Steadying my nerves, I did as Harper said. I took a step closer to Sarah, and once again, her eyes flitted to mine. Her gaze was filled with pain and fear and hatred that she tried to quell. Her face was ruddy, her skin covered in a sheen of sweat. Wisps of hair were matted to the sides of her face, and her eyes squinted shut as she wailed.
 
   Chris stood on one side of Sarah, Biggs on the other, each squeezing one of her hands while she faded in and out of bouts of pain. They were doing their best to soothe her, to shift her mood and mute her overwhelming pain, but their efforts only dulled it slightly.
 
   I did what I could to help Harper, being another set of hands when he needed it and holding Sarah’s legs down when she started to move around. After a few more minutes, Sarah’s pain was almost more than I could bear; it resonated inside of me, bringing the sting of tears to my eyes.
 
   And then, Sarah let out another agonized grunt, and Harper had a screaming baby in his arms.
 
   He looked up at me, smiling.
 
   “It’s a boy,” I said, an uncontainable smile engulfing my face.
 
   “A healthy boy,” Harper said more loudly.
 
   There was relieved laughter and whispers as Harper cut the umbilical cord and moved to hand Sarah her baby boy.
 
   She shook her head. “No, I—” She began screaming in pain again, her body tensing.
 
   Quickly, Harper handed me the baby, refocusing his attention on Sarah. “Here comes the other…”
 
   She screamed again, her eyes shut tightly as she tried to clench away the pain.
 
   “I know it’s hard, Sarah, but try to relax. This one should be quick.”
 
   There was more screaming and Sarah cursing at Harper, but as Harper predicted, the other baby arrived within minutes.
 
   “It’s a girl!” I said. “You have a baby boy and a baby girl, Sarah.” I tried to hand her the amazingly precious little boy who had begun to fuss in my arms, but again, Sarah pushed him away.
 
   Tears were streaming from her eyes as she tried to catch her breath. Uncertain what to do, I handed the baby to Chris instead, while Harper passed the baby girl to Biggs. He accepted the infant, but his gaze was fixed on Sarah, confusion and pain twisting his expression, nearly breaking my heart. When he tried to hand Sarah her baby girl, she pushed Biggs away.
 
   “No,” she snapped. “Get them away from me.”
 
   Biggs stood there, stunned.
 
   “I said take them away!” The confusion, disgust, and shame she was feeling greatly outweighed her love and adoration for her new family.
 
   The room quieted, everyone’s eyes on Sarah.
 
   “Just get out!” she yelled, and my heart nearly stopped, fear replacing my concern for her.
 
   After exchanging glances with one another, Chris and Biggs filed hesitantly out of the room, a baby cradled in each of their arms. Dani looked up at me, worry filling her eyes, as she, too, followed them out of the room, leaving Harper and me alone with Sarah. I glanced over at her; her hands were covering her face, and her body was convulsing as she sobbed.
 
   “Why don’t you give us a minute, Baby Girl,” Harper whispered.
 
   “No,” Sarah said, her head snapping up. “I want to talk to Zoe…alone. Please.” She sounded as conflicted as I knew she felt.
 
   Harper took a step toward Sarah. “We need to clean you up and—”
 
   “Later,” she said. “I need to talk to Zoe.” She must’ve noticed my uncertainty. Her eyes flicked from me to Harper and back. “I just had twins. I’m not going to bite you.”
 
   I let out a dry laugh as Harper squeezed my arm reassuringly and walked out. Part of me wanted to call him back, but I didn’t. I needed to talk to Sarah about what was happening to her, about the memories I’d seen. I needed to know how far gone she was before I told Jason, before he interrogated her or worse.
 
   Once I could hear Harper outside, I took a step toward Sarah.
 
   She took a deep breath and shook her head, more tears escaping down her cheeks. “I don’t know what’s going on,” she croaked. “I feel like I’m losing my mind.”
 
   I stood a few feet from her, unable to relax no matter how adamantly I tried to convince myself that she could never bring herself to kill me. “I know you want to hurt me. I’ve seen—”
 
   “But I don’t,” she said desperately. “At least, part of me doesn’t…”
 
   I could feel Sarah battling with her own emotions, using her children, her family, to ignore her building need to put a bullet in my head, to spill my blood. “I know what I’m supposed to do. Trying to deny my mission is like trying not to breathe.” There was a sharpness to her voice I’d never heard before. Regardless of Sarah’s determination to ignore the dangerous part of herself, she was failing, and we both knew it.
 
   “You’re my best friend,” she said like she was trying to convince herself it was true. Despite her calmness, she was only holding on by a thread.
 
   When Sarah looked up at me again, her brown eyes were bloodshot and filled with more unshed tears, but her mouth was tensed and anger pulsed inside her. “This is your fault,” she bit out. “Your whole family’s—your mom’s…I wouldn’t be in this situation if it wasn’t for you.” Her tone was scathing.
 
   Almost immediately, Sarah clamped her hand over her mouth. “I’m so sorry, Zoe. I didn’t mean that. I know it’s not your fault, I—” She stopped herself and shook her head. “I don’t know anything anymore.”
 
   She was right, it was my fault that she’d become a tool in the General’s “Great Transformation,” and I thought, for the first time, that I might actually grow to hate my mom.
 
   “I’m a murderer,” she whispered.
 
   “You’re a mom now, too, Sarah,” I said, knowing that if she hadn’t been, I would probably already be dead. “I don’t think he planned on that part. Giving birth changed you. I can feel it.”
 
   Sarah nodded. “Maybe, but my need to kill you isn’t gone.” Her body began to shake as she broke out in violent sobs again, and she tried to stifle her cries in the crook of her arm. “What am I going to do?”
 
   Holding my breath to choke the emotion building up inside me, I blinked rapidly.
 
   “You need to leave, Zoe,” she said. Her hands clenched into fists. I could feel her mind swirling with hatred, her animosity and need for blood—my blood—building to a crescendo.
 
   I took a step backward. “I have to tell Jason. I—”
 
   Sarah nodded. “Just…get Biggs first…please.”
 
   Sobbing, I turned to leave, knowing this was the last time I was going to see my friend with any semblance of the Sarah I knew and loved; that Sarah was losing. She tried to stifle her crying as I walked away, and I had to fight the urge to fall to my knees. Her anguish, as well as mine, was so crushing that I tried to convince myself I didn’t have to tell Jason. That she wouldn’t act on it…
 
   But I knew, deep down, that eventually she would attempt to complete her mission, and when she did, I would be dead. Sarah couldn’t be trusted, no matter how badly I wished things were different.
 
   I stepped into the sunshine and immediately headed toward the stable, where Jason and Jake stood with Harper. The moment my gaze met Jake’s, tears blurred my vision once more, and I struggled to breathe. Another sob escaped from my throat as I stepped into Jake’s arms, and I nearly crumpled in his hold. “Where’s Biggs?” I choked out. “Sarah wanted—”
 
   A muffled gunshot came from inside the ranch house.
 
   Devoid of thought and driven by my gut reaction, I spun, stumbling momentarily, and ran toward the house, wiping the tears from my eyes so I could see. I called out for Sarah, oblivious to any other cries or shouts around me as I flung open the screen door and flew into the house.
 
   As my worst fear was confirmed, I fell to my knees in the entry. Sarah’s body was crumpled on the floor by the antique chair in the corner.
 
   Screaming her name, I scrambled over to her and pulled her lifeless body into my arms. “Sarah,” I breathed, guilt and sadness making it too difficult to speak. As I readjusted my hold on her, my fingers splayed across a warm, wet opening in the back of her head, and I could only feel wetness and clumped hair against my hand.
 
   Screaming, this time in horror, I let go, and her body fell limply back to the floor.
 
   Biggs and Harper were suddenly beside me, Harper pulling me away from Sarah’s body and shoving me into someone else’s arms—into Dani’s.
 
   I grabbed onto her, clasping her as tightly as I could, never wanting to let go. I refused to accept what was happening, unsure I ever could.
 
   “I’m here, Zo,” Dani said. “I’m here. It’ll be okay.”
 
   I was shaking my head before I realized what I was saying. “No, it won’t…it’s my fault.”
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   JAKE
 
   MAY 25, 1AE
 
   Bodega Bay, California
 
    
 
   Jake walked toward the barn that seemed to glow in the dimming light, two bottles of warm formula in his hands. He couldn’t believe how much had happened in the last few hours. There were two infant additions to the group, Sarah was dead, and Biggs was so despondent he’d become a completely different person. And for reasons Jake didn’t entirely understand, Zoe had been inconsolable. Although Sarah had been Zoe’s close friend, there was something else—something in the way that Jason looked at her, in the way that Dani consoled her, in the way that Gabe and Becca hovered nearby—that made him think Sarah’s death was more than it seemed.
 
   “—know we can’t tell him the truth, Zo.” Jake could barely hear Dani’s voice over the crickets and evening breeze. “We can’t tell any of them the truth. Not until we know who the other Monitor is.”
 
   Jake stopped in the doorway, curious but not wanting to intrude on Dani and Zoe’s whispered conversation.
 
   Dani peered over at him, her eyes widening with surprise.
 
   “He already knows, sort of,” Zoe said, shrugging Dani’s concern away before her eyes quickly drifted back down to the baby girl in her arms.
 
   For an instant, Dani seemed worried, but then she finally gave Jake a weak smile. Like Zoe, she gazed back down at the baby boy she was holding.
 
   Remembering the bottles in his hands, Jake strode over to the picnic table where the two women were sitting and crouched between them. “Here,” he said softly and handed them each a bottle. “Chris said you’d need these.”
 
   Dani accepted one before her gaze shifted to Zoe, expectant.
 
   “He won’t even look at them,” Zoe said, her voice hoarse and distant. She continued to rock the infant cradled in the crook of her arm.
 
   “Zo, Jake brought the babies’ bottles. I don’t know about that little princess, but this monster’s getting hungry.”
 
   As if on cue, the baby girl began to fuss. Absently, Zoe reached for the bottle Jake was holding out to her. “They need names…”
 
   Jake swallowed thickly. “Biggs said he wanted to talk to Sarah about naming them after his mother and father,” he offered, finally getting Zoe’s attention.
 
   Her bloodshot eyes met his. “Really?”
 
   Jake nodded. “Ellie and Everett.”
 
   Her eyes began to shimmer, and she returned her attention to the tiny little girl. “Sarah should be here…feeding them…naming them…”
 
   “It’s not your fault, Zo. Sarah wasn’t herself; she wasn’t Sarah.”
 
   As much as Jake wanted to know what exactly had happened, to know how much truth was intertwined with the story he’d put together in his mind, he couldn’t bring himself to ask. Not when Zoe was so distraught.
 
   Zoe shook her head and squeezed her eyes shut. “But she was, don’t you see?” she said to Dani. “She killed herself so she wouldn’t hurt me…it’s my fault…”
 
   “No,” Dani said, her tone firm. “It’s not.”
 
   Zoe craned her neck to look back at her friend.
 
   “It’s not your fault, Zo. It’s Dr. Wesley’s fault. It’s the General’s fault.”
 
   Zoe didn’t say anything; instead she peered down at the infant in Dani’s arms. “Everett and Ellie…I hope that’s what he picks.”
 
   “Harper’s talking to him now,” Jake said as he stood. “Hopefully he’ll come around soon.”
 
   “Is Biggs still keeping to the living room?” Dani asked as she gazed up at him.
 
   Jake nodded. “He’s not ready to leave yet.”
 
   “And what exactly is Harper going to say to him?” Zoe asked bitterly. “That it was postpartum depression? That Sarah was so depressed she took her own life?” She shook her head. “It’s a lie.”
 
   “It’s the only option we have right now, Zo, unless we want to put everyone else in danger.”
 
   “You mean put me and Jason in danger,” Zoe corrected.
 
   Dani took a deep, steadying breath. “And what makes you think that no one else will be caught up in this shit storm? We can’t risk telling Biggs, for everyone’s sake.” She glanced down at Everett. “For their sake.”
 
   Approaching footsteps brought their attention to the barn door. Harper paused in the doorway before striding inside.
 
   “How is he?” Zoe asked.
 
   Harper shook his head. “He’s angry,” he said simply and sat down on the opposite side of the picnic table. “He doesn’t understand that this happens sometimes…that it can be too much.”
 
   Jake could tell by the despondency in Harper’s voice, the sadness, that he truly believed that was what had happened.
 
   “We should give him more time,” Dani said.
 
   Harper rested his elbows on the table and rubbed his hands over his face. “Jason and Ky are digging a grave. We’ll bury her tonight and give Biggs some time to process before we move on.”
 
   Zoe held the bottle to Ellie’s mouth as the infant began to gurgle and fuss more loudly. “Does he want to see them yet?”
 
   Harper gazed down at the two swaddled newborns, then up at Zoe. “No, not yet. He’s not thinking clearly right now, Baby Girl. He—”
 
   “He blames them,” she finished for him.
 
   “They have us until he comes around. They’ll be fine.”
 
   Zoe nodded, but she didn’t seem to be listening, nor did she seem to notice as a tear rolled down her cheek.
 
   Jake hated that this would become just one more unsettling memory to add to those that already haunted her.
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   DANI
 
   MAY 26, 1AE
 
   Petaluma, California
 
    
 
   “Should be just up ahead,” Jason said to me, pointing through a break in the trees lining the left side of the country road. We were on the floor of a shallow valley surrounded by a gently rolling sea of emerald—grasses, low shrubs, and a few clusters of wild oaks here and there, the largest of which spread out beyond a several-acre field beside the road. Jason glanced down at the map he’d folded to show this specific part of Sonoma County and added, “Just beyond that patch of woods.”
 
   He stopped his chestnut horse, and Wings drew to a halt beside the gelding without me having to ask. Turning in his saddle, Jason scanned the rest of our somber group, spread out in a loose column behind us. It jarred me every time I looked at the wagon and didn’t see Sarah sitting on its high bench seat.
 
   “Let’s hold up here,” Jason called out. “Let Dani, Zoe, and Ky do their thing.”
 
   Zoe and Ky guided their horses up to the head of the caravan, and the three of us took turns doing “our thing.” Thankfully, neither Zoe nor Ky found anything of note in their mental examination of the valley.
 
   We only continued our trek to the appointed farm once my animal scouts had scanned the area around each of the farm buildings, reporting that there were no signs of two-legs and that, according to a drake, there had been none since his hen’s ducklings had hatched. He showed me an image of baby ducks that had to be at least a couple weeks old.
 
   Several hundred yards later, there was a longer gap in the windbreak of trees lining the road, and I caught a glimpse of several large structures. They were the first buildings we’d seen since entering the secluded little valley, and each had weathered wooden siding and orangish roof shingles that, even from a distance, looked relatively new.
 
   “That must be it,” I said to nobody in particular, and a sudden thrill of excitement made me bounce a little in my saddle.
 
   Jason was glancing at me sideways, a small smile playing on his lips.
 
   I forced myself to be still and shrugged, feeling a little ashamed to be showing so much giddiness so soon after Sarah…after the chaos the group had been through the previous day. But the shame didn’t decrease my giddiness; if anything, it only fanned it higher. This place—this cluster of farm buildings surrounded by fenced-in pastures and patches of oak trees and land just begging to be converted into vegetable gardens and fields of grains—this was our chance for a fresh start. This was our chance to settle down someplace new to all of us, leaving behind the horrors and sadness and disturbing memories of everything we’d experienced beyond these hills.
 
   Wings picked up on my excitement and sped up, first to a fast walk, then to a trot, until she was cantering up the road. I laughed, unable to hold in the joy of running with Wings—a feeling I’d once allowed myself to feel through her, but now had to settle for experiencing from the saddle. I caught flashes of a large white building through the trees, glimpses of what I assumed was the farmhouse.
 
   When Wings and I reached the gravel driveway flanked by two fenced-in pastures, my assumption was confirmed, and my mouth fell open. The house was huge. And gorgeous. And belonged in a museum.
 
   As Wings drew to a stop in front of a wrought-iron gate set between two wide stone piers, I stared at the house at the end of the drive and waited for the others to catch up. Maybe I should’ve expected our new home to be this impressive. Maybe I should’ve assumed that the New Bodega Town Council would direct us toward the farm most able to hold us all in relative comfort. Maybe I should’ve let myself believe that, for once, something good would be coming our way. But I hadn’t, and that alone made the sight so much more wondrous.
 
   Fifty yards ahead, the gravel driveway gave way to a wide, two-story Victorian farmhouse that gleamed like a beacon shouting, “Welcome home! You’re finally home!” It was painted a yellow so pale it could easily be mistaken as white, with white window trim as well as white columns and a white bannister wrapping around the front and sides, separating a wraparound porch from the lawn below. Whitewashed stairs led up to the porch and a dark-stained, screened-off front door, to the right of which were a couple of large, wooden rocking chairs.
 
   The patch of dense woods we’d seen from the road crept up on the left side of the house. An old wooden cottage sat across from it, and beyond that, I could see a cluster of farm buildings surrounding a wide, gravel roundabout.
 
   The whole scene was almost laughably idyllic. Grams would’ve loved this place, I thought, and for the first time in a long time, thinking of her didn’t bring more sadness than fond remembrance.
 
   At the sound of hooves and cart wheels on pavement, I looked over my shoulder to find Jason still hanging back in the lead of the caravan. He was watching me, smiling and shaking his head, as his horse—and behind him, the rest of our animals and people—slowly closed the distance between us.
 
   I placed my hands on my hips and raised my eyebrows, feigning offense. “What?”
 
   “I just love watching you ride, really ride…that’s all,” Jason said as his horse came to a halt on the left side of Wings. He reached for my hand and lifted it up to his lips, pressing a gentle kiss against the smooth wooden ring on my third finger.
 
   Happiness flooded me, and I looked away, focusing on the gate, on the fields on either side of the driveway, on the gravel itself…on anything but Jason. It felt wrong to be happy, and self-loathing quickly replaced my joy.
 
   Carlos, sitting atop Arrow, rode up to sit on my right side. The wagon, driven by Grayson, came to a halt on the gravel at the base of the driveway, the cart stopping behind it, and the rest of the horses, riderless and ridden, milling in the road.
 
   “What’s the holdup?” Chris asked as she guided Cookie in to squeeze between Carlos and the fence. “Oh, a gate. Great.”
 
   Jason glanced over his shoulder. “Mase! We need your strength up here.”
 
   There was a loud thump, quickly followed by the crunching of gravel under boots as Mase jogged up to the front of the caravan, stopping behind our mounts. “What do you need me to do?”
 
   Jason pointed to the center of the gate. “Can you force it open?”
 
   After an unconcerned shrug, Mase made his way around Jason’s horse to the gate, stopping in the dead center. He wrapped his hands around the second bar from the middle on either side, took a deep breath, and pushed. Groaning, the gate doors slowly moved inward, a few inches, then a foot.
 
   I held my breath, waiting…waiting…waiting…
 
   There was a metal thwang, and Mase stumbled forward as the gates opened with no further resistance.
 
   “Thank you, Mase,” Jason said with a nod. He nudged his horse forward, leading our people up the driveway. Looking back at me, he flashed one of his increasingly frequent, though no less devastating, smiles and uttered the same words I’d been thinking since the farmhouse first came into view.
 
   “Welcome home.”
 
    
 
   ~~~~~
 
    
 
   Annie screamed, but it wasn’t the squeal of joy we were all so used to hearing from her. It was a scream of outrage…of fear…of danger.
 
   I froze in the middle of slipping Wings’s saddle off and met Jason’s eyes as he unsaddled his own horse. Without a word, I dropped the saddle on the gravel, turned on my heel, and sprinted in the direction of Annie’s mind signature; it was just beyond the opposite side of the farmhouse. I didn’t think I’d ever run so fast in my entire life.
 
   Again, Annie screamed.
 
   Jack raced past me as I sped across the overgrown lawn in front of the house and down the gentle slope on the other side. I pumped my arms harder, forced my legs to move even faster.
 
   As a large pond came into view, half surrounded by wild oaks, I finally caught sight of Annie. Vanessa was struggling with her in the water. It looked like the small woman was trying to hold Annie under the water, but couldn’t quite get a good enough grip on her.
 
   “Vanessa!” I shouted. “Stop!”
 
   The insane young woman paused and looked up at me just long enough for Annie to lash out. Her little fingernails dragged down Vanessa’s neck, doing nearly as much damage as a small animal’s claws would have done, and Vanessa shrieked. But she also released Annie.
 
   The little girl floundered away, crawling toward the pond’s edge.
 
   Jack leapt into the water only a few seconds before me, snarling and snapping at Vanessa, but not actually striking. I aimed for Annie, yanking her up and out of the water and carrying her the rest of the way toward the edge of the pond.
 
   She clung to me, sniffling and shaking and making pathetic whining noises. I didn’t bother trying to disengage her surprisingly strong little arms from around my neck or her legs from around my waist, because Jason and Carlos were only a few strides from the pond, and pretty much everyone else wasn’t far behind them.
 
   Jason and Carlos had no trouble overpowering Vanessa. Jason dragged her up to the grass with Carlos right behind him, turned to mutter something to Carlos, then thrust Vanessa toward her younger brother. Reeling in his carefully restrained anger, Jason approached the spot where Annie and I were huddled in the unkempt grass, soaking wet and shaking and stinking of pond water.
 
   He knelt on the ground and wrapped his arms around both of us. “Are you okay?”
 
   I nodded, still breathing hard from the mad dash across the farm.
 
   “But I had to,” Vanessa shrieked, drawing both Jason’s and my attention.
 
   Jason pulled away just enough that he could watch Carlos attempt to reason with his not-so-harmless sister.
 
   “You had to what, Nessa?” Carlos was crouched in front of Vanessa, who was sitting with her legs curled under her and rubbing her hands up and down her arms.
 
   “Give her a bath. I had to wash her, don’t you see? I had to!”
 
   Carlos shook his head, the gesture giving off a sense of hopelessness. “No, I don’t see. Why would you think—”
 
   “I don’t think. I know!” she shrieked. Standing up on her knees, she reached for Carlos, clawlike fingers latching onto his sleeves. “Mom told me I’d lose her if I didn’t do it. She doesn’t love me anymore. I’m losing her, and Mom said I had to act more like her”—she threw her arm in the general direction of Jason, Annie, and me—“so Annie would love me like she’s starting to love her. I had to!”
 
   Chris approached the pair of siblings cautiously, holding out her hands. “Shhh…” she murmured when Vanessa turned wide, wild eyes on her. “Hush now, hon.” Stopping behind Vanessa, she reached down and took hold of the smaller woman’s arm to pull her to her feet. “Come on. Let’s get you dried off and settled in.”
 
   After a silent exchange and a nod, Chris and Carlos each held onto one of Vanessa’s arms while they led her back across the lawn toward the farm buildings.
 
   Closing my eyes, I took a deep breath, hugged Annie tighter, and leaned my cheek on Jason’s shoulder. “What are we going to do with her?” I asked softly.
 
   With a heavy exhale, Jason shrugged.
 
   I pulled away just enough that I could see his face. “Do you think—do you think that Colonel Marshall might have been right? That we should—that we’ll have to, um, you know…put her down?” I said, mouthing the last part.
 
   “No.” There was a surprising amount of conviction in Jason’s eyes.
 
   “How can we be sure she won’t try something like this again? She could’ve drowned Annie.”
 
   Jason hesitated, then said, “We’ll keep her locked up—in a stable stall, like we did back at the ranch.”
 
   “Forever?” I said, my brow furrowed. “But she’ll be miserable.”
 
   Again, Jason shrugged. “As miserable as Carlos would be if he lost her again?” He shook his head resolutely. “The kid’s been through enough. I’m not putting him through that.”
 
   I sighed and pulled away further, uncrossing my legs in preparation to rise. “I suppose you’re right.”
 
    
 
   ~~~~~
 
    
 
   About an hour later, after Annie and I had washed off in the creek that fed the pond and were dressed in cleaner, drier clothes, I walked the little girl back toward the farmhouse. We were just approaching the front steps leading up to the porch, me eager to get a peek inside, when Ky opened the front door.
 
   “Let her air out a bit first, ’kay?” he said through the screen door.
 
   Annie stepped onto the first stair and gave my hand a tug, but I didn’t budge. “Bodies?” I asked.
 
   Ky nodded. “Looks like a married couple.”
 
   I grimaced. “How bad is it?”
 
   “Just a ruined mattress. Jason and Mase are taking it out back to burn with the bodies.” He lifted his shoulders, offering me a slight smile. “But the good news is, they’ve been dead long enough that the smell’s faded a bit. Should have the place aired out enough to be livable by tomorrow…if we keep every single door and window open.”
 
   I gave him a halfhearted thumbs-up. “Awesome.”
 
   “Don’t worry, D, it’ll be worth the wait. This place is pretty damn sweet.”
 
   “Awesome,” I said, more genuine this time.
 
   Ky’s focus shifted to Annie. “I’ve got somethin’ for you, kiddo,” he said as he pushed the screen door open and walked out onto the porch, one hand held behind his back. I couldn’t stifle the tiny twinge of fear caused by not knowing what was in that concealed hand.
 
   Stop it, I told myself, forcing a smile. We don’t know anything for sure, and besides, he has no reason to hurt Annie or me. But after Sarah…I couldn’t not think about it.
 
   Giggling, Annie tugged on my hand again, and this time, I let her go. “What?” she asked as she ran up the stairs. “Present?” We still hadn’t moved beyond one-word sentences most of the time, but at least her spoken vocabulary was growing more varied.
 
   Ky grinned down at the little girl practically bouncing with excitement right in front of him. “Does ‘Mr. Potato Head’ mean anything to you?”
 
   Annie shook her head.
 
   “Well, kid…you’re in for a surprise.”
 
   I laughed softly as I watched Ky crouch down to Annie’s level and present her with the way-too-big-to-be-a-potato toy and Annie examine the thing with serious intensity. “Can you keep an eye on her for a bit?” I asked Ky. “I want to check on Carlos…and Vanessa.”
 
   Ky nodded. “Harper’s with them in the barn, cleaning up the damage caused by this little monster.” He ruffled Annie’s wet, blonde hair.
 
   Annie swatted his hand away absentmindedly, frowning as she figured out how to open the latch on Mr. Potato Head’s rear end to get to the goodies rattling around inside.
 
   When Ky noticed me lingering, he made shooing motion. “Go. I got this.”
 
   Smiling my gratitude, I turned away from the porch steps and headed toward the cluster of farm buildings surrounding the roundabout. I’d yet to explore anything, only having come back to the roundabout—where we’d left the horses in all the Annie–Vanessa hubbub—to retrieve soap, towels, and clean clothes for Annie and myself before washing up in the creek.
 
   The horses were all gone; a quick telepathic scan told me they were in the pasture on the far side of the driveway, along with the goats. The cart and wagon had been parked haphazardly between the cottage and a large, well-kept old barn. There was also a stable on the opposite side of the roundabout from the barn, and a long building, whose function I wasn’t quite sure of, between the two.
 
   Making a mental note to explore everything thoroughly later, I hurried toward the barn. Both of its double doors had been slid open, likely to let in as much daylight from the bright, spring sunshine as possible, but to my eyes, the interior looked completely dark aside from dozens of tiny lights glowing like stars near the ceiling. As I neared the doorway, I stared up at the crisscrossing strings of twinkly lights in confusion. Carlos had to be powering them, which made sense; what didn’t make sense was why they were there in the first place.
 
   Only when I stepped inside and lowered my eyes did I begin to understand. A handful of tables—maybe a dozen—were set up deeper in the barn, draped with pale tablecloths and set with centerpieces of withered flowers in shades of yellows, oranges, and browns. It took me a few seconds to realize that the farm must have rented out the barn as a wedding venue to make some extra money—and from the looks of it, there’d been a wedding right before the outbreak, and they’d never had a chance to clean up afterward. Or the wedding never happened…
 
   The site was eerie, a haunting echo of the way the world used to be. For some reason, those tables and chairs, covered in a layer of dust and still set up for a celebration that may never have happened—a celebration whose attendants may very well all have died in the last six months—were far more unsettling than the idea of the dead couple being evicted from their farmhouse just a short ways behind me.
 
   I heard a whistle, and snapped my head to the right, my heart beating double-time.
 
   “Didn’t want to startle you,” Harper said with a casual wave.
 
   He, Vanessa, and Chris were sitting at the right-most table, Harper’s chair turned to face Vanessa, and Chris’s right behind her. Carlos was leaning against the wall beyond the table.
 
   With a smile, Harper returned his attention to Vanessa, wiping a cotton swab over the scratches on her neck. I was about to join them when I heard approaching footsteps crunching in the gravel behind me.
 
   “There you are,” Zoe said as I turned around. She had a swaddled infant in either arm and looked the picture of the quintessential exhausted new mom…except for the part where she wasn’t a new mom, or a mom at all. “Here,” she practically groaned in relief as she unloaded one of the slumbering babies into my arms. “I need a break from double-duty.”
 
   “Um…okay,” I said, accepting the warm little bundle. “Which one is this?”
 
   “Ellie…pink blanket,” Zoe said. She readjusted Everett in her arms and, turning, started walking toward the corner of the barn, away from the driveway and farmhouse.
 
   I watched her walk away for a few steps, then looked down at the tiny little person I was suddenly holding.
 
   “D,” Zoe said. “Are you coming?”
 
   Only when I looked up again did I realize she’d stopped and was watching me, apparently waiting for me to accompany her. I caught up with her, moving slowly so I wouldn’t wake the newborn, and we rounded the corner of the barn in silence.
 
   “So…I’ve been thinking,” she said. “I really think we should tell Biggs the truth.”
 
   “Zo—”
 
   She skewered me with guilt-filled eyes. “He can’t be a Monitor, right? So what’s the harm in—”
 
   “Dani!” Annie shrieked as she ran around the corner of the barn, just a short ways ahead. “Look!” She came to a skidding halt in front of me and held up Mr. Potato Head—the poor guy had arms for eyes, an ear for a mouth, and sunglasses and a mustache growing out of the right side of his body—just as Ellie stirred in my arms and started to emit a stuttering wail.
 
   “Fabulous,” I muttered.
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   It was first thing in the morning and I’d already been awake for a few hours, tending to the needs of my demanding charges. I was in the kitchen, Annie and Sam eating their morning cereal while I made my third cup of coffee.
 
   “Hey,” Jake said as he walked into the kitchen and wrapped his arms around me.
 
   “Howdy.” I poured a generous cup of coffee for me, a little bit in a spare mug for Jake, and then more in mine, deciding I needed it more than he did. I’d learned to take advantage of every free moment I had without the twins, which meant eating, drinking coffee, and sleeping as much as I could were fair game.
 
   Annie smiled at Jake, but soon a full-fledged grin engulfed her face. “Babies!”
 
   “Babies?” Jake said.
 
   After taking a much-needed sip of coffee, I turned around to find Camille walking away, leaving Jake with Everett in his arms.
 
   Sam stifled a laugh, while Annie burst out in a bout of giggles that woke the infant Jake held awkwardly against his chest. Fussing and screaming ensued. Amused, I watched Jake as he stared down at Everett like he was wondering what the hell to do with something so tiny and loud.
 
   Shifting Everett, Jake held him out away from his body. “Something’s wrong with him.”
 
   I laughed. “Something’s always wrong; he’s a baby.”
 
   Jake stared at Everett a moment longer before tucking him into the crook of his arm. He glanced up at me, and I quickly looked away, pretending I was focused more on cleaning up my coffee mess than on Jake’s discomfort.
 
   Everett’s face reddened and his screams grew louder by the moment.
 
   “Maybe he’s too hot,” Jake said, and he began to unwrap Everett’s blanket from around him.
 
   “He doesn’t like it when you remove his blanket,” I said as I put the coffee grounds back in the cupboard. “I think it’s a comfort thing.”
 
   Jake raised Everett up to his chest and began to pat his back.
 
   “He doesn’t like that either; it makes him gassy.”
 
   Jake frowned. “Well, what does he like?”
 
   Annie and Sam were laughing at him again, no longer making any attempt to stifle their amusement.
 
   “You two think this is funny?” Jake said with feigned irritation. When their laughter only grew more boisterous, Jake smiled. “Sabotage,” he grumbled.
 
   Taking pity on him, I set my coffee mug on the counter and took a step closer. “Here, I’ll take him,” I said.
 
   With gratitude emanating from him, Jake unloaded the infant into my arms.
 
   Like usual, I began rocking Everett in a steady swing, instantly taking his screams down to fussy gurgles and grunts. “You know, even though that was probably the most awkward interaction I’ve ever witnessed, it might’ve been the most precious thing I’ve ever seen, too.”
 
   “Really…” Jake said dryly.
 
   I nodded and went back to the counter, simultaneously rocking Everett while I grabbed Jake’s cup of coffee. “Here ya go,” I said, handing it to him.
 
   Collecting my own mug, I held it up to Jake’s. “Bottoms up,” I chirped. All I needed was a few moments to let the caffeine kick in and I’d be ready for another day of nannyhood.
 
    
 
   ~~~~~
 
    
 
   Sitting in one of the rocking chairs on the farmhouse porch and holding a swaddled, contented Ellie, I basked in the early afternoon sunshine, trying not to fall asleep myself.
 
   Abruptly, the front door was flung open, and Annie scurried out. Sam exited the farmhouse directly after her with a slam of the screen door. Ellie started, but thankfully she didn’t start crying.
 
   When Sam noticed us tucked away in the corner, his eyes widened. “Sorry, Zoe. I didn’t know you were out here.”
 
   I nodded down at Ellie. “All the noise and voices inside were making her anxious.”
 
   Sam walked over, staring down at the baby. “Becca said they’re important.”
 
   My eyebrows rose. “Did she?”
 
   He nodded, and I knew Becca must’ve been alluding to more than the sentiment we all had for the babies already.
 
   “I’m not sure why, but that’s what she said.” Sam gently brushed a wisp of silky, soft hair from Ellie’s forehead, an image of his baby sister flashing through his mind, then he turned and headed back to the porch steps.
 
   “Where are you two off to?” I asked as I resumed my rocking.
 
   “We’re gonna play!” Annie sang as she began jumping up and down, clapping her hands.
 
   I couldn’t help but smile at her enthusiasm. “I wish I could play,” I said. “But I have Ellie duty.”
 
   Annie’s face scrunched up, and she stopped jumping. “You look too tired to play.”
 
   The smile fell from my face. “Gee, thanks, Annie.”
 
   “You should take a nap,” Sam called behind him as he jogged after Annie, who’d done a Tasmanian devil spin and sprinted toward the barn.
 
   I was tired, but there was little I could do about it. I was still in a constant state of emotional exhaustion—but not physical exhaustion, which was what I missed. It had been three days, and Biggs was already doing better, his mind no longer the toxic mess it had been the first couple of days. But despite his improved mental state, it was still up to Auntie Zoe to tend to most of the twins’ needs, and they didn’t care if I was eating, had my hands in mud, or had just fallen asleep.
 
   Regardless though, Biggs, Ellie, Everett, and I had found a temporary, affable routine that helped a little bit with my sanity. All it took were a few days of sink-or-swim, trial-and-error situations, and I was settling into my new job title surprisingly well. I understood the twins more—their quirks, their personalities—making it easier to be preemptive with their bottles and their naps and the noises they liked, disliked, and absolutely hated.
 
   Ellie was the more even-tempered of the two, but whenever she did become fussy, rapidly blinking my eyes and talking to her like she was the cutest little baby in the world and I was going to eat her up seemed to forego complete tears and bloodcurdling screams.
 
   Everett, on the other hand, was grumpy—a definite crier. He didn’t like to be left alone, and he didn’t like it when Tavis entered the same room as him. Everett also didn’t like his diaper changed or the sound of his sister’s crying or his bottle being too hot or too cold…he didn’t like much of anything. So, as long as I remembered all of that and rocked them both while they were awake, they were content…mostly…sometimes.
 
   Ellie cooed, and I looked down at her. Her wide blue eyes brightened with the golden glow of the sunset as she watched me, slobbering and mauling her incredibly soft, tiny hand. “We should make a date of this, you and I,” I said, wiping a string of drool from her cheek. “You like sunsets just like your auntie, don’t you?” Ellie’s only response was a grunt and a spastic kick of her feet.
 
   Hearing approaching footsteps from inside the house, I looked at the screen door just as it opened. Biggs stepped outside onto the whitewashed porch with a small smile on his drawn face as he peered down at Everett, who was nestled in his arms. “Hey, Warden,” he said to me as he lowered himself into the rocking chair beside mine.
 
   “Not the warden thing again,” I grumbled.
 
   Biggs shrugged. “Hey, it’s not my nickname for you, it’s your brother’s. I asked him where you were, and he said the ‘warden’ was outside. Did you really kick them out of the dining room earlier?”
 
   “Of course I did. I was in there with Ellie, minding my own business, and Jason and Harper sauntered in and asked me to draw up a diagram for them.”
 
   “What’s wrong with that?” Biggs resituated Everett against his chest.
 
   “Nothing, until they started bickering about projects that need to be done and who needs to do what, and then they woke up the baby.”
 
   “Oh.”
 
   “I asked them to leave, nicely,” I added.
 
   Biggs lifted his eyebrows and tilted his head a little to the left. “Yeah?”
 
   I rolled my eyes. “Mostly.”
 
   Biggs smirked and leaned closer to gaze down at Ellie, whose eyes shifted to his lazily before she yawned, making me yawn in turn. “How’s her sneezing today?”
 
   “She’s doing just fine,” I said. “We soaked up some vitamin D this morning while I was drawing the farm layout for Grayson. If she’s anything like her Auntie Zoe, she’ll be better in no time. Sunshine’ll fix anything.” I offered Biggs a reassuring smile.
 
   I was so relieved by the fatherly love he now felt for the twins. I was a good enough stand-in for a few days while he got his shit together, but the twins needed their father. He’d finally realized that they were all he had left of Sarah, and Sarah would’ve expected him to step up and love them the way they deserved to be loved.
 
   “Thank you,” he said quietly, staring out at the farm. Sam and Annie were playing with Jack and Cooper on the overgrown lawn beside the house. “I know you didn’t ask for this role, and I honestly don’t know what would’ve happened to my children if you hadn’t stepped in.” Biggs shook his head. “I’m so ashamed of myself for acting the way that I did. I can’t believe I blamed them…”
 
   Hearing his self-deprecating speech made me nauseous with guilt. He still had no idea what had really happened. He had no idea that all of this was my fault…mine and Jason’s. “You were a wreck, Biggs. I don’t blame you,” I said. “I loved Sarah, too, and I wanted to help—I want to help you in any way that I can.” I owed him that much.
 
   Staring down at Ellie, I gave her a big smile and said, “Everything takes time, but we’re getting there…we’ll be just fine.” Ellie’s eyelids began to close, and as I tucked her blanket more tightly around her, I yawned again.
 
   “You should go get some rest,” Biggs said. “I’ll take them for a bit.”
 
   I shook the sleepiness from my mind as I covered another yawn with my hand. “I’m not sure why I’m suddenly so tired.” My stomach growled. “And hungry.” I looked at him. “When was the last time anyone ate?”
 
   Biggs shrugged again, distracted as he bent down and scooped Ellie from my arms.
 
   Taking my cue, I rose from the rocking chair, stretched, and then groaned, thinking how wonderful it sounded to crawl into bed for a couple hours. But then my stomach growled again. “I guess I’m going to make some lunch before I get any sleep.”
 
   Biggs nodded. “It’s up to you…you get a free pass for the afternoon.”
 
   “Thanks, Biggs.” Opening the screen, I padded into the house, hearing scraping and banging in most of the rooms as everyone was getting settled. At least we were finally moved into the farmhouse and had a proper space to take care of the twins.
 
   Walking into the enormous, bright kitchen, I stopped short. Other than the coffee I’d made sure to unpack and a few boxes of cereal, our food was still in boxes on the moss-green granite island in the center of the room. Without Sarah, it looked like any sort of cooking or culinary organization had completely ceased. Where the hell is Becca? She’d become Sarah’s helper over the months, and I’d expected to find her in the kitchen, organizing and cooking in Sarah’s place. But she wasn’t there, and now that I thought about it, I realized I hadn’t seen her all day.
 
   If the Farm truly was our new home, we needed to settle in, and if we were going to do that, we needed to reestablish a routine. With so many of us, we needed some sort of schedule; otherwise we’d be so lost in our myriad of to-dos that nothing would ever get done. We needed group meal times and togetherness, and for that we needed a cook. While I was a miserable excuse for one, I was a better choice than some of the others. Hoping Becca would be willing to help me, I decided I would seek her out and beg for her help.
 
   Searching the ranch, I found everyone busy, in the midst of some chore or another. Mase was chopping firewood near the outdoor brick oven on the lawn area, while Camille stacked the pieces in the storage space beneath it, but there was no sign of Becca. I passed by an old shed, where Jake was wrenching on something, and poked my head inside.
 
   He glanced up at me. “Hey.”
 
   I offered him a tired smile. “You hungry?”
 
   “Always,” he said. I leaned forward, and after he met me halfway, I gave him a peck on the lips. “I’ll find your sister and make us all something to eat.”
 
   “Sounds good.” He turned his attention back to the machine sitting on the table, and I continued on in my search for Becca.
 
   I made my way through the stable and then into the storage barn, where I stumbled across Dani as she mucked out the goat pen. I couldn’t help but smile at the sight of her curls escaping from her braid and the dirt smudged on her cheeks.
 
   “Hey, Zo,” she said, a grunt immediately following as she shoveled old food and manure and wet hay from the ground. “You look like crap.”
 
   I smiled at her. “Awe. You’re so sweet.”
 
   Dani barked a laugh. “How are the twins? Are they finally asleep?”
 
   I tilted my head to the side. “Nope, but I left them with Biggs.” I suddenly remembered how low we were getting on formula. “Oh, I gotta remember to tell H to get more formula next time you guys head into town…we should be fine until then, I think…” My thoughts began to wander.
 
   Dani stopped shoveling and straightened. Brushing a wisp of hair from her face, she leaned against the shovel she’d wedged into the dirt. “Everything’ll be fine, Zo. You’re doing a great job.” She offered me a reassuring smile.
 
   “Yeah…” I glanced around at all the clean animal pens. “It looks like you’re making headway. Sorry I haven’t been much help. I’m actually surprised you’ve been able to do so much with Annie running around like the crazy little banshee she is.”
 
   “Sam’s a lifesaver,” Dani said with an exhausted sigh. I was really proud of her for adapting to the survivor lifestyle as well as she had. I barely remembered the girly, dolled-up Dani I’d known growing up. Our little farm seemed to be giving her a sense of purpose, which I could understand, and I could tell by the revived glint in her eyes that she was happy here.
 
   “Have you eaten at all?” I asked, wondering how long she’d been working without a break.
 
   “Umm, no, not really. I sort of forgot.”
 
   I shook my head. “Tsk. Tsk. It’s nearly noon.”
 
   Dani’s eyes narrowed, and she cocked her head to the side. “Have you eaten?”
 
   With a laugh that sounded almost like a sob, I rested my fists on my hips. “Touché, D, touché.” I shook my head. “I’m actually planning on whipping something up for everyone right now. You seen Becca at all?”
 
   “Nope, but then again, I’ve sorta been in my own world all morning.”
 
   “Animal chatting?”
 
   Dani only gave me a guilty smile and wrinkled her nose. “But no drifting, I promise.”
 
   I nodded. “You’re doing good, D.” I gave her a small, approving smile and turned to go. “I’ll let you know when it’s ready—oh,” I stopped mid-step and turned around again. “Harper set the infirmary up in the master bedroom, so you and Jason get the smaller room downstairs. Is that okay?”
 
   “Is that the one with the ginormous walk-in closet?”
 
   I nodded. “You worried you won’t have room for the duffel bag containing the only clothes you own?”
 
   She gave me a sassy smirk. “No, although it’s past time for a little shopping spree…” Her eyes widened. “Anyway, I was thinking, since Carlos is sleeping in the stable with Vanessa, Annie can stay with me and Jason. I can make the closet into a little room for her.”
 
   “Sounds good.” I gave her a quick goodbye wave. “I’ll leave you to it.”
 
   “Thanks, Zo,” she called, and I headed back to the farmhouse. Jogging up the porch steps, I nearly ran into Biggs as he hustled out the front door…without the babies.
 
   “I thought it was ‘dad time’ with the twins,” I said.
 
   Biggs shrugged. “Jake needs my help. Harper and Chris took them into the house.”
 
   I shook my head as he walked toward the shed. “Bullet dodger,” I grumbled.
 
   Entering through the front door as quietly as I could so as not to disturb any sleeping babies, I walked down the hall to the living room and peeked my head inside. I grinned.
 
   Chris was cooing at Everett, who gurgled and hiccupped in her arms as she rocked him. Harper was smiling down at Ellie, who was cradled in his lap. With Harper’s dancing eyebrows and too-wide smiles, he was making the goofiest faces at her I’d ever seen on anyone.
 
   “Have either of you seen Becca?” I whispered.
 
   Chris glanced up at me and shook her head, a self-satisfied smile brightening her relaxed features. She was completely content. “Not since she moved her stuff up into her room.”
 
   Harper finally looked at me and shook his head. He was trying his damnedest to keep little Ellie in love with him like all the other ladies, but exhaustion filled his eyes, and I had to stifle a laugh. “She ensnared by your charm yet, H?”
 
   He gave me a small, cocky smile. “We’re getting there.”
 
   “Good.” I nodded in the direction of the kitchen. “I’m going to make us something to eat. I’ll let you know when it’s ready.”
 
   Chris and Harper nodded in tandem and turned their attention back to their charges.
 
   Assuming Becca was still in her room, I headed back toward the front of the house and up the narrow staircase. The mahogany banister was cool beneath my hand as I ascended, and having grown up with a woodworker for a father, I could appreciate the carpentry that had gone into a house like this—the spindle baluster uprights and Grecian-esque crown molding that came into view as I reached the top of the stairs were just a few of the touches that gave the grand Victorian so much character.
 
   The oak wood floors were polished, and I could see the pale pink and coffee-colored area rugs scattered purposefully throughout the second floor through the railing as I approached the landing. Black and white scenic photos of the property hung from the neutral-colored walls. Delicate lace and cream-colored curtains adorned the tall, skinny windows, letting in the early afternoon sunlight, and the minimal, blond wood furniture matched the floors, each piece strategically placed. It was hard to believe dead bodies had been in the house less than a day before we’d settled in, and I was grateful I didn’t know which room had been their final resting place.
 
   I headed down the hall toward the room I thought now belonged to Becca and the other Re-gens. I passed what I assumed was Chris’s room, given the shotgun propped against the closet door on the far side and the pack that had been left on the bed, and stopped outside the door to Becca’s room.
 
   I knocked lightly and waited for an answer. Other than the sudden outburst of crying babies downstairs and the old house settling in the growing heat, I didn’t hear anything on the other side of the door. I knocked again.
 
   “I’ll be out in a minute,” Becca finally rasped from inside, a coughing fit immediately following.
 
   “Becca, are you okay?”
 
   Hearing sniffles and another cough, I began to worry. Without hesitation, I turned the handle and pushed the door open.
 
   The room was mostly dark, the striped beige and chocolate-colored paper lining the walls only visible in the wash of sunlight that filtered in through the parted curtains. Becca sat on the edge of one of the twin beds, a sea of bloodied tissues on the floor and around her impression on the mattress.
 
   “Becca?” My heart thudded, and I felt the color drain from my face as I rushed over to her. “What’s wrong?” I searched her face for answers, her body for some indication of what was wrong, but I didn’t know what to look for.
 
   Her shoulders were slouched and her feet were dangling haplessly over the edge of the bed.
 
   “Becca, what’s wrong? Do you want me to get Harper?”
 
   Slowly, she shook her head. “He can’t help me.”
 
   I didn’t like the sound of that. I scanned her body again. At some point over the past few weeks she’d grown thinner, and her eyes were rimmed with dark circles.
 
   “Becca,” I breathed. “What’s going on?” I crouched on the floor beside her bed. When she didn’t say anything, I reached for her hand, desperate for her to confide in me. “Please, tell me.”
 
   She cleared her throat, and I lifted my gaze to her heavy-lidded gray eyes as she looked down at me. “I’m dying.”
 
   My breath hitched, and I nearly choked. “You’re what?” First Sarah, and now Becca? I didn’t think I could handle losing her, too…I didn’t think I could handle losing anyone else.
 
   Becca’s gaze seemed unfocused and distant. “The Re-gen process does not come without repercussions.” She stared down at the bloodied tissue in her hand. “My organs are shutting down. It is only a matter of time.”
 
   “What?” I nearly screeched as I squeezed her hand. “No! You finally belong with us. Why…”
 
   “You can’t bring people back from the dead and expect them to go about life as though nothing has changed. It’s not natural, and my body is failing.”
 
   I shook my head and rose to my feet. The space in the room wasn’t nearly enough as I paced back and forth, my mind racing and my heart breaking. “And you know this because you’ve seen it?”
 
   “Yes,” she said easily, but I struggled to accept things as easily as she did.
 
   “Then you must know of a cure,” I said. “If you’ve seen this, if you understand, then you must see a way out…an alternative…” I straightened, realizing Jake had no clue. “You never said anything.” How can she do this to him again? I suddenly felt desperate, angry but desperate. “Jake…”
 
   In an unexpected display of emotion, Becca narrowed her eyes, apparently comprehending the directions my thoughts were going. “And why would I tell him? There is nothing he can do for me. He would just worry.”
 
   “Of course he would worry. Becca, you’re dying. I—” I froze mid-step. I suddenly felt a flare of hope. “A transfusion. Jake could give you a blood transfusion. It’ll be the first thing he thinks of, I know it will.”
 
   Becca shook her head. “That won’t work. The process by which we’re created—”
 
   “Becca, we should at least—”
 
   “Trust me,” she said, her patience clearly thinning.
 
   “And Mase…and Camille.” Dani would be devastated; we all would be devastated. “We’ve already lost so many…” I stepped in front of her, searching her eyes for reassurance. “Please tell me there’s a way to help you…to save you.”
 
   Her eyes softened, and she offered me a weak smile. “Mase and Camille are okay,” she said so certainly I almost believed her. “They’ve both had so much electrotherapy that they should be fine…for a while.”
 
   Shaking my head, I tried to steady my voice and my breathing as I sat down beside her on the white down comforter. “Electrotherapy? Like what happened to Dani…or like what Carlos was doing to me?”
 
   “Yes, both. But what Carlos was doing to you was only a fraction of the intensity that is needed to prolong our lives. It is similar to part of the process that creates us in the first place, and it seems to act as a sort of reset.” Becca stared out the open bedroom door. “I have mentioned my degeneration to Mase and Camille, and they have no symptoms, not like me…and they will not for some time.”
 
   I gaped at her, completely speechless. Unable to take her silent contemplation, I stood and strode to one of the windows, peering out at our fresh start that seemed to be slipping away before it really even began. Like so many times in the past month, I felt useless. “Please, Becca. Please tell me there’s a way.” And just as I said the words, I turned to face her. “Carlos—”
 
   “We cannot risk him burning his Ability out,” she said. “You need him too much, and he is so young. I will not ask him.”
 
   I straightened, a jolt of anger shooting through me. “It’s not your call,” I said. “It’s Carlos’s. I don’t want anything to happen to him, either, but he’s been practicing on Mase and Camille; he’s getting stronger. You don’t know that he can’t handle it…unless you do because you saw something.”
 
   Becca shook her head. “And you would risk him burning out? For me? Do you not see—” Becca began coughing again, this time lying back and curling into the fetal position, her features twisted in pain. “I shouldn’t speak, it only makes it worse.”
 
   “Hold on, Becca. I’m gonna find Harper. We’ll figure something out.”
 
   And before I knew it, I was running down the hallway toward the stairs. Gabe was the one who knew about this stuff, but he was with Sanchez back in New Bodega. Harper was a doctor, but not a Re-gen specialist, so I could only hope we would find a solution before it was too late. I rushed into the living room, where Harper and Chris were still sitting sleepily beside one another on the couch.
 
   “H,” I said, trying to get his attention without waking the twins. “H!”
 
   Finally, Chris’s eyes opened, and upon seeing the look of what I assumed was horror on my face, she nudged Harper from his nodding state.
 
   He immediately straightened, his eyes focused and alert on mine. “What is it, Baby Girl?”
 
   “It’s Becca,” I croaked. “She’s sick, and…I need your help.”
 
   As I took the babies from their arms, I explained what I knew in a rush of words I wasn’t sure they fully understood, but they didn’t waste any time. While Chris ran out to grab Carlos and Jake, Harper and I went upstairs.
 
   Becca’s coughing had momentarily subsided, but I could see the fear in Harper’s eyes as he stood beside her bed, staring down at the bloodstained tissues surrounding her.
 
   When Chris, Jake, and Carlos appeared in the doorway, I stepped aside, allowing them room to enter. The fear reflected in Jake’s eyes, the grief, was nothing compared to the overwhelming sense of desperation that riddled every fiber of him. Worried I wouldn’t be able to control my own emotions, not to mention everyone else’s, I left the five of them alone and went out to the hallway to wait, a twin in each arm.
 
   Aside from the bitterness I’d felt toward Becca during our initial meeting back in Cañon City, she’d become my friend. She’d been like a kindred spirit when I’d lost my memory, a sister of sorts. Jake might never recover from losing her again, and I couldn’t bear the thought of it, either.
 
   But it wasn’t my choice, and it wasn’t my life that would be in danger by trying to help her. It was a decision Becca and Carlos needed to make together. I just hoped it was the one I wished it would be.
 
   After I paced for what felt like a half hour, Carlos walked out of the room. His eyes met mine instantly, and I wondered if that was a good or bad sign. He stopped in front of me and I held my breath, waiting.
 
   “Of course I’ll do it,” he said on an exhale, and I let out an uneven sigh.
 
   Harper and Chris filed out after, reclaiming the babies from me.
 
   I steadied myself and moved to the doorway of Becca’s room. The tension in my chest eased and tears pricked my eyes at the sight of Becca wrapped in Jake’s arms.
 
   


 
   
  
 



 
 
   32
 
   DANI
 
   MAY 28, 1AE
 
   The Farm, California
 
    
 
   “Hey, Carlos,” I said as I walked into the stable.
 
   I could see him through the open doorway of the first stall, Vanessa’s room for the foreseeable future. He was seated on a wooden chair, his sister sitting on a sisal rug at his feet as he combed through her rat’s nest of hair…or rather, attempted to comb through it. Carlos cringed more than his sister did as each stroke caught in the myriad of snarls, jerking her head back despite his obvious attempt to be gentle. Vanessa hardly seemed to notice, instead continuing to whisper to the empty space beside her.
 
   I smiled at Carlos. “Can I borrow you for a bit?” I bit my lip, feeling guilty about stealing him away from Vanessa; his presence had an even more calming effect—if not a saning effect—on her than Chris’s Ability, though Chris claimed she was making progress in working through the tangled synapses of Vanessa’s mind.
 
   Tossing the comb on a folding card table that was one of Vanessa’s three pieces of furniture—the chair Carlos was sitting in, the card table, and a cot Jason and I had found while, ahem, “exploring” some of the barn’s hidden recesses—Carlos sighed. “Yeah. Not like this is doing any good anyway.”
 
   “You could just cut it all off,” I said with a shrug. “I’d offer to help, but I think she might bite me if I came near enough…”
 
   Vanessa snorted and hissed, “Yesssss…” drawing out the sibilant word until she ended it with a harsh cackle.
 
   “Nessa!” Carlos moved out of the chair and crouched in front of his sister so he could look her in the eyes. “If you don’t have anything nice to say…” His tone was one a parent might use on an unruly child.
 
   Rolling her eyes, Vanessa returned her attention to the air beside her. “I know, Rosie, you’re right…she’s trying to steal him, too. First Annie, now my little brother.” There was a long moment where she said nothing, and then she giggled. “Like she wants to be me?” It was clear that Carlos and I were missing out on an integral part of the conversation.
 
   “Nessa,” Carlos said, reaching out to touch his sister’s shoulder.
 
   She brushed his hand away, flicking an irritated glance at him.
 
   Again, Carlos sighed. “I love you,” he whispered before he stood. “I’ll be back in a bit, okay?”
 
   But Vanessa didn’t respond; she was too busy conversing with “Rosie.”
 
   Poor Carlos, I thought. I cleared my throat as he approached, backing out of the doorway so he could exit the stall.
 
   “What do you need me to do?” he asked once the padlock keeping his sister locked safely in the stall was securely in place. He turned, looking at me, his eyes shining with frustration…and an immeasurable amount of loss.
 
   “Carlos…” I shook my head. “It’s okay. Stay with her. I can find some other way to—”
 
   “Don’t,” he said. “Please.” His face hardened, but his eyes still shimmered with all of the pain he was holding inside. “Don’t pity me. I’m just lucky to have her back.” He laughed cynically. “Even like this.” And I knew he was thinking of Ky and Ben.
 
   “Okay. Yeah, okay…sorry.” Again, I shook my head, finding it impossible to shake off all of my pity for him. “I just…” I looked up at him. “I think it’s really amazing what you’re doing, you know, taking such good care of her.” Reaching for his hand, I gave it a squeeze. “I’m so proud of you, and I’m sure your whole family would be, too. She”—I nodded toward the stall—“would be proud of you.”
 
   Carlos stared at me for a few seconds, then looked back at the stall door—more away from me than actually at the door—rubbed his hand over the several weeks of hair growing on his shaved head, and made a rough coughing noise. He sniffed once, twice, a third time, and wiped his hand over his face before returning his gaze to me. “You, uh, needed me for something?” he said, his voice a little hoarse.
 
   “Oh, right. Yeah…” I smiled and pointed out the stable door, to the water tank a short ways up the hill behind the farmhouse. “It’s empty. I need you to do your mojo and get the pump going so I can finish setting up the chicken coop.” Eager, I rubbed my hands together and started bouncing on the balls of my feet. “I sensed a bunch of hens and a few roosters nearby—I’m going to bring ’em in once the coop’s ready, and all that’s left to do now is fill the watering thingies.”
 
   “Got it.” With one final glance back at the stall door, Carlos strode outside, me at his side; I had to take three steps for every two of his. He stared out toward the raised water tank. “I just filled that thing this morning.” He looked at me askance. “How’d we go through it so fast?”
 
   I shrugged. “Just finishing getting the farm set up, I guess. I had to fill the troughs in all three pens and in the pasture, the water buckets in the goat house and all the stable stalls…” I glanced at Carlos. “Except for your sister’s. And Mase and Camille converted part of the old barn into a washhouse—for clothes, not people”—I cocked my head to the side—“though that’s not a bad idea. But anyway, Mase and Camille have been doing an epic load of laundry, and by the time I got around to the chickens, the tank was dry.”
 
   “Got it,” Carlos repeated as we trudged uphill through overgrown grass and bobbing spheres of mostly white clover flowers and a few violet-tinged red clover flowers.
 
   Without thinking, I picked one of the red clover spheres with a longer stem and started plucking off the tiny flowers to suck the nectar out. As far as I was concerned, it was never a bad time for something sweet. I held out the flowers to Carlos. “Want some?”
 
   He shook his head.
 
   I shrugged. “Did you know that when these get moldy, they act as a blood thinner?”
 
   Carlos shot me a sideways glance that said “Why the hell would I know that?” more clearly than words could have. “That another one of the traditional medicine things your grandma taught you?”
 
   I nodded slowly. “You know, I always thought she was so silly with all that stuff, but now I wish I’d paid more attention…remembered more of what she taught me. I think next time we make a trip to New Bodega, I’ll stop by Grams’s house and pick up her recipe book and some of her herbalism stuff.”
 
   “Stuff?”
 
   “Yeah, you know, like a mortar and pestle, measuring cups, that kind of thing.” I tossed the stripped clover stem onto the ground. “Could be useful,” I said, thinking about Harper and his increasing hesitancy to give us antibiotics every time one of us injured ourselves enough to risk infection. According to him, the antibiotics might do more harm than good at this point.
 
   “Seems like a good plan,” Carlos said. “And hey, maybe there’s some herbalism thing that can help with the Re-gens.”
 
   “Help with the Re-gens?”
 
   “Yeah, you know, the degeneration thing that’s making Becca sick…?”
 
   I stared at him as we continued uphill. “Becca’s sick?”
 
   Carlos met my eyes, disbelief in his. “Zoe didn’t tell you about what happened earlier?”
 
   “I haven’t seen her since this morning…when she was looking for Becca,” I said, waving my hand in a keep-going gesture. “So what’s going on? What hasn’t she told me?”
 
   “That the Re-gens…they’re dying.”
 
   My stomach lurched. Stopping mid-step, I grabbed his arm and pulled him around to face me. “What?”
 
   What he explained next horrified me. I felt like he’d punched me in the gut, then pulled the ground out from under me. If Becca was right, and the Re-gens were constantly on the cusp of degenerating back to their natural state—dead—then Camille and Mase were constantly in danger from what had been done to them at the Colony. They could die any day…unless Carlos, or someone like Carlos, was around to recharge their biological batteries every now and again.
 
   “Are you sure you’re up for that?” I asked, eyes wide with the horror his words had ignited. “I mean, maintaining Camille and Mase’s health with daily doses of electrotherapy is one thing, but how much power is it going to take to revitalize Becca? Is it even possible?”
 
   Carlos raised his shoulders. “Dunno, but there’s only one way to find out.” He continued walking, and I had to jog a few steps to catch up to him.
 
   “Well, at least you won’t have to do this much longer,” I said, gesturing toward the water tank and tiny pump house several dozen yards ahead. “So you’ll be able to save up all your juice for keeping them from devolving or degenerating or whatever you’re calling it.”
 
   When Carlos’s brow furrowed, I explained, “Jason’s working on that old windmill down by the storage barn. He’s pretty sure it’s usable, so once he gets it working, we’ll be able to use that instead. Should be a day or two…or three, but hopefully not more than that.”
 
   Carlos shrugged. “I’ll do what needs to be done. Becca was stupid to wait this long to tell us. She’s really sick, and even though I did a pretty intensive electrotherapy session with her earlier…” He shook his head. “I don’t know if it’ll work. She was just so stupid to—”
 
   “You never know what she saw,” I said as we reached the squat little pump house beside the water tank. “You know how she is…it could be that telling us would’ve meant we’d all die horrible deaths, or something like that.” I leaned my hip against the edge of the roof of the pint-size building while Carlos crouched before the short door to open it.
 
   Reaching inside, he touched the well pump’s motor, and a few seconds later, it whirred to life. Touching whatever he was charging up was by no means necessary for Carlos, but it made the task a whole lot easier and it prevented the faint electric tingle that charged the air whenever he used his Ability from a distance.
 
   I studied his youthful, handsome face. He was so freaking adorable. If only he’d been a little less attractive, maybe his first few months after the outbreak wouldn’t have been so bad for him…except for everything that happened with his brother and sister…and Annie…
 
   “What?” He was watching me watch him, his shoulders hunched.
 
   “Nothing.” I looked away, shifting my attention to the farm laid out below us. The barns and stable were set up in a “U” formation, with the gravel roundabout filling the empty space between them. The grand old farmhouse, its adorable little companion cottage, and the brick oven and flagstone patio took up the remaining side of the roundabout, and beyond them lay a large garden, a greenhouse, the root cellar, the orchards, and a creek feeding into the pond. It was our own little slice of homesteader heaven.
 
   “Have you had a chance to explore this place much?” I asked Carlos.
 
   He shook his head. “Been spending most of my time with Nessa and doing this…and now, helping the Re-gens.”
 
   “You should take a break, walk around…maybe stop by the windmill and see if Jason needs any help. Oh, and there are beehives over by the garden shed, too, just past the greenhouse. Those are pretty neat.” I squinted, hoping to catch a glimpse of my other half between the end of the stable and the storage barn, where the windmill stood, but I couldn’t see him. I sighed and focused instead on the garden. “Or you could find Grayson—help him with his surveying and whatnot,” I suggested, thinking of our resident “farming” expert.
 
   Carlos pulled out of the little mini-shed. He stood, took a step backward, and tripped.
 
   I reached for him instinctively, and the moment my fingers closed around his wrist, I couldn’t make them let go. Because I was suddenly on fire with electricity.
 
   Wrenching himself free, Carlos stumbled backward.
 
   My knees gave out, and I held myself up on hands and knees as I gasped for air.
 
   “Jesus…fuck, Dani! Are you okay?”
 
   Somehow, I managed to wave at him with one hand. “Yeah…yeah…I’m good.”
 
   Except for one thing: I couldn’t feel a single mind. Electricity had knocked my Ability out…again.
 
    
 
   ~~~~~
 
    
 
   As promised by the Council, a pair of New Bodega-ers made a delivery in the late afternoon. They’d spared some of their precious fuel supply to power up a hybrid SUV, bringing us not only three coolers filled with fresh seafood—rock cod, crab, shrimp, and abalone, as well as several types of seaweed—but also a solar-powered generator and a several-week supply of dry goods. The generator was meant to power the chest freezer in the farmhouse’s enormous pantry so we could store the seafood longer and put more time between deliveries.
 
   After the two of them left, Ky, Camille, and Becca built up the fire in the huge brick oven behind the farmhouse and started making dinner with the new supplies. The rest of us returned to our work around the farm—Harper putting the final touches on his infirmary in the ground-floor master bedroom, Tavis and Sam storing our spare weapons and ammo in the laundry-room-turned-armory, Carlos and Mase joining Jason to help with the windmill, Grayson appraising the fields across the road from the farm, Chris and Biggs scouting around the perimeter of the farm for the best path for a fence we could convert into a wall over time, and me mucking out the stables with Annie’s help. Which consisted more of the little girl rolling around on the floor of the stable aisle with Jack, while Zoe, once again on baby duty, was watching me from a bench in the aisle, one little baby bundle in her arms and the other in a carrier on the bench beside her.
 
   “I am not sure I’m cut out for this, D,” she said, her voice barely above a whisper.
 
   I paused, turning just enough that I could see her through the stall door. “You volunteered to take care of them…”
 
   “You would’ve done the same thing in my place.” She gave me a sidelong glance before she peered down at the baby she was holding; I assumed it was Ellie, given the pink blanket the infant was swaddled in.
 
   “I suppose…” I continued shoveling. “So, I forgot to ask you about this earlier—I heard you screaming in your sleep again last night. Are those dreams about your mom still bothering you?”
 
   “I don’t know…yeah.” Zoe was quiet for a moment, then she added, “It’s just, all of this stuff about her creating the Virus and having this other family…it just seems so crazy, you know? I mean, my mom is the fucking doctor responsible for it all.” She leaned against one of the stable doors and let out a slow, deep breath. “It’s a lot to take in, I guess.”
 
   As though she were responding to a cue, our resident Crazy squealed, the high-pitched noise trailing off with a girlish giggle.
 
   Which Ellie didn’t like at all. There was a brief windup period, filled with cute little noises, but soon she was wailing away, and bringing Everett right along with her.
 
   “Uh-oh,” Annie remarked wisely from the aisle floor. Jack, who’d been enjoying the belly rub of all belly rubs, rolled onto his feet and, hackles rising, started to growl in Vanessa’s direction.
 
   “Stop that,” I told him, and he sat, quieting immediately, though not taking his eyes from the locked stall at the end.
 
   And all the while, the babies cried like their lives depended on it.
 
   “Damn it!” Standing, Zoe crossed the aisle and entered the stall, thrusting the distraught infant at me.
 
   I held out my shovel. “What am I—”
 
   “Just for a sec, D, please?” Zoe said, barely giving me time to set the shovel against the wall and peel off my work gloves before leaving me with Ellie and rushing out of the stall to pick up Everett. “Shhh…shhh…shhh, baby boy. Please, Everett…please go back to sleep.” She walked around in circles with the baby, cooing and shushing and rocking him gently. “Shhh…shhh…shhh…”
 
   Unfortunately, Everett didn’t seem to understand.
 
   Frowning, I looked down at Ellie. Remarkably, she’d stopped crying. She stared up at me with enormous blue eyes and started making bubbles with her mouth, and I couldn’t help but smile.
 
   “Hey there, little girl…you’re not so scary, are you?” I said as I walked through the open stall door leading out to the pasture to bask in the afternoon sunlight. “You’re just a little snuggle bug, huh?”
 
   Ellie blinked.
 
   “Yes you are,” I cooed. “You’re just the cutest little princess there ever was.”
 
   I heard Zoe’s low, soft chuckle from behind me and froze, caught in the act of being a total softy. Slowly, I turned around.
 
   Zoe stood in the exterior stall door, Everett in her arms, soothed into silent sleep. She was shaking her head and clicking her tongue at me in disbelief. “First Annie, now Ellie…it’s only a matter of time, D.” Her rueful smile broadened.
 
   “A matter of time for what?”
 
   “Babies,” she mouthed, her brow dancing excitedly as she sidled up next to me and nudged my arm with her elbow.
 
   I readjusted my hold on Ellie, shifting her head higher, and sighed. “A matter of time?” I wanted my own family with Jason…someday. But not yet. Definitely not yet. Our world was just too unstable. Plus, we already had two infants, a little girl, and an adolescent boy to take care of on the farm. Any more kids might break us.
 
   “I can see the gleam in your eyes, D. I know you want to see what it would be like to have your own…” Her teasing ceased and suddenly her eyes turned pleading. “Just for a little while, as least?”
 
   I rolled my eyes, nearly snorting. “I knew there was an ulterior motive in there somewhere…” I flashed her my most innocent smile and batted my eyelashes. “Sure, if you want to muck out the stable that badly, I’ll take the twins for a while. You can shovel, and I’ll watch the munchkins.”
 
   Zoe’s smile withered under the threat of yards of moldy hay and manure. She glanced down at Everett. “I think I’ve had my share of poop for a long time.”
 
   “Ahem,” someone said from the stable aisle behind Zoe.
 
   We both jumped a little, Zoe spinning while she did.
 
   Ky lounged against the stall’s doorframe. “Dinner’s ready, and Jason and Grayson want everyone up there so they can do one of their patented dinner–team meeting things. They’re waiting up at the tables now.”
 
   I forced a scowl to hide a smile. He’d surprised us on purpose, I knew it. “Did Jason finish the windmill?” It had looked a lot more like a multiday project than a one-afternooner, so I doubted it.
 
   Ky shrugged and started for the stable’s backdoor. “I’ll be up in a bit…gotta track down the others,” he said over his shoulder.
 
   “Alrighty…Jason summons, we come.” I walked back into the stable to retrieve Annie and my dog while Zoe started gathering the twins’ things into a baby bag one-handed. I paused in the stable doorway to wait for her and Everett.
 
   Zoe waved a hand at me. “You guys go on up. I’ll be right behind you.”
 
   “Okeydokey.” With Annie and Jack in tow and Ellie sleeping soundly in my arms, I emerged from the stable and headed straight for the three round tables we’d moved from the barn to the flagstone patio surrounding the behemoth of a brick oven. Jason, Carlos, Mase, and Grayson were sitting at one of the tables, Jason deep in conversation with Grayson while simultaneously taking notes. Camille was standing in front of the oven’s arched mouth, using spatulas to flip what looked like some sort of biscuit or flatbread cooking in cast-iron skillets. The rest of the group had yet to arrive.
 
   When we were about halfway between the stable and the patio, Carlos spotted my little entourage and nudged Jason, leaning in to murmur something, and Jason looked our way. He’d been writing in his notebook, but his pen stilled almost as soon as his eyes landed on me. The corners of his mouth curved upward the barest amount, and his expression, filled with yearning more than desire, seared through my heart. Beside him, Carlos was grinning from ear to ear. Jason said something to Grayson and, pushing back his chair, stood and started striding toward us.
 
   “Jason!” Annie squealed. She ran ahead, throwing herself into his waiting arms.
 
   He lifted her up by the armpits, spinning her around in a circle and earning a second, prolonged squeal. When he finally set her down again, he was laughing, and Annie’s face was flushed with excitement.
 
   “We scooped poop!” she told him, pride emanating from her.
 
   “Did you?” He held onto one of her hands, leading her back the way she’d come. “You’re turning into quite the farmer. We’ll have to start calling you Farmer Annie, soon.”
 
   Annie nodded enthusiastically, but Jason didn’t see it because his eyes were locked on me.
 
   “I think Camille needs your help,” Jason said to the little girl, and she skipped away. When he reached me, Jason raised one hand to clasp the back of my neck and leaned in, brushing his lips against my cheek. “Well, hello there.”
 
   Hiding a smile, I pulled back and peered up into his jewel-blue eyes. “What’s put you in such a good mood?”
 
   “You.”
 
   Skeptical, I frowned; I smelled like horse manure and sweat, and I was fairly certain I had clown hair, so it definitely wasn’t my present state that was inspiring such happiness. My eyes narrowed and I peeked around him at Carlos. “What’d Carlos say to you?” Because whatever the teenager had said had to be the spark.
 
   Placing his palms on either side of my face, his fingers forming a gentle cage around my head, Jason leaned in again, this time brushing his lips against mine. He lingered, giving me the sweetest, most tender kiss possible. Pulling away, he smiled. “I believe it was…‘Check it out.’”
 
   “‘Check it out?’ That made you all…uber-happy?” I pulled back and studied his face. “Why?”
 
   “If you’d seen you, with the baby and Annie and Jack, you’d be smiling, too,” he said as his focus shifted to a spot behind me. He raised his voice. “How’re the twins today?”
 
   I glanced over my shoulder to see Zoe approaching, Everett nestled peacefully in her arms. “See for yourself,” she said as she neared. She paused just long enough to say, “Consider it practice,” barely containing a smile as she handed Everett to Jason, then continued on her way up to the tables.
 
   I rolled my eyes. Why she suddenly wanted to add more screaming babies to the mix was beyond me.
 
   Jason stared down at the baby that had suddenly appeared in his hands, then looked at me, eyebrows raised in curiosity. “What was that all about?”
 
   I smiled wryly. “Let’s just say she’s not beyond using any means necessary to finagle some help with the babies. As it turns out, motherhood is hard, having twins is harder, and raising someone else’s twins is turning out to be the hardest of all.” 
 
    
 
   ~~~~~
 
    
 
   An hour later, we were all seated at the tables on the patio, empty bowls in front of us and only a few stray biscuits remaining in the baskets set in the center of each table. Zoe’d retreated into the farmhouse with the twins to put them to bed as soon and Jason and I had handed them back over to her, and she’d yet to reemerge.
 
   Harper reached for another biscuit and glanced at Jason, who was sitting on my left. “So, what’s the plan for tomorrow? Infirmary’s good to go, or as good as it can be with the supplies we’ve got right now.”
 
   Jason brushed biscuit crumbs off his hands while he chewed his final bite. He nodded slowly as he swallowed. “We’ve got to head into town, stock up on what we need to get this place running.”
 
   “I’d like to come along,” Harper said before tearing off a quarter of the biscuit and popping it into his mouth.
 
   Again, Jason nodded, the motion slow and contemplative. “That works.” He shifted his eyes to me. “You up for a day trip?”
 
   I smiled but shook my head. For some reason I couldn’t explain, I felt like if I left the farm, I might never return. And beyond that, I wasn’t the right person for the job, not while my Ability was burned out. “Much as I’d like to go with you, I think I’m more useful here, with the animals.” When Jason didn’t respond, only blinked, I continued, “Ky’s just as good at scouting, anyway”—I looked at Ky, who raised a shoulder—“and way better in a sticky situation. You three boys go…scout stuff…do manly things.”
 
   Meeting Jason’s eyes, I stared into their unfathomable depths until he shifted his attention to Ky and Harper.
 
   Out of the corner of my eye, I caught Ky watching us with a strange intensity, but when I looked at him fully, whatever I’d seen was gone, and he wore his usual lazy smile.
 
   “Right, so here’s the deal,” Jason said. “We’ve got four objectives tomorrow: assess Petaluma for any present or future dangers to the farm, load up on the seeds on this list…” He paused to tear a piece of paper out of the notebook he’d been writing in when he’d been talking to Grayson, handing it to Harper. “I know there are a few seed banks in town. They were big on sustainability and that grow-your-own-food shit here, before…”
 
   “Good for us,” Harper commented.
 
   “That it is,” Jason said with a nod. “We’ll also load up on medical supplies, and search any bookstores, libraries, or anywhere else we can think of for books on”—he looked down at his open notebook—“managing an orchard, gardening, sanitation, irrigation, food preservation, composting, beekeeping…”
 
   “I’m glad you’re staying tomorrow,” Grayson said from across the table, and it took me a moment to realize he’d been speaking to me. “I know you have some knowledge about herbs and such, and I thought you might be interested in converting the vegetable garden, or at least part of it, into an herbal garden.”
 
   “Oh…yeah. That would be great, actually.” His timing was perfect, uncanny even, considering what Carlos and I had talked about briefly during our walk up to the well pump.
 
   Grayson smiled, excitement lighting his eyes.
 
   Jason gave my shoulder a squeeze and leaned in to press a kiss against my cheek. “Are you done? Because I am…”
 
   Harper and Ky reached for another biscuit at the same time, and as their fingers brushed, Harper jumped to his feet, knocking his chair backward, and pulled his pistol. He leveled it at Ky’s chest.
 
   Ky did the same, only he aimed his gun at Jason.
 
   The rest of us froze.
 
   The backdoor to the farmhouse slammed open, and Zoe yelled, “Jason! Ky’s one of them!”
 
   “Don’t do it, man.” Harper’s voice was a low warning.
 
   “You don’t get it. I have to do it,” Ky said, right before he pulled the trigger.
 
   CRACK.
 
   Jason’s body jerked, and I screamed.
 
   CRACK.
 
   CRACK.
 
   Ky stumbled, knocking his chair backward.
 
   I didn’t understand what the hell was happening. I pulled my own handgun, but I didn’t have anywhere to aim it.
 
   Ky slumped on the ground, his arms hanging uselessly at his sides, his legs sprawled in front of him akimbo, and his chest rising and falling rapidly as he gasped for breath. Blood stained his lips as well as the front of his t-shirt, turning fabric that had once been faded green almost entirely crimson. He was staring past me, at Jason.
 
   I glanced over my shoulder as horror knotted in my gut, a writhing, visceral feeling. Blood streaked down Jason’s sleeve, and my stunned brain finally processed Zoe’s words. Ky was one of them—a Monitor. And something had triggered him, and he’d attempted to carry out his mission…to kill Jason.
 
   If Harper hadn’t seen, if he hadn’t been ready…
 
   I shook my head, unable to believe what was happening.
 
   Ky was a Monitor. Ky tried to kill Jason. Ky…my friend.
 
   “Sorry…man,” Ky managed to say between gasping breaths.
 
   “I know, Ky. I know,” Jason said. “Fuck!” There was so much hurt and rage and desperation in his voice that it shredded my heart.
 
   “Do it,” Ky whispered. “Kill…me.” He let out a ragged breath, and blood bubbled on his lips. “I won’t…stop…”
 
   “Damn it, Ky!” Jason shouted, finally losing the battle with his emotions. “God…”
 
   “Oh, God,” Zoe groaned and met my eyes. “It was me, in the stable, when I mentioned my mom…he was listening…” Her eyes closed, and tears broke free, glistening on her cheeks. “I triggered him.” She slumped lower in her chair, hanging her head in her hands. “It was me…”
 
   “Zo…” I wanted to go to her. I yearned to go to her, just like I yearned to go to Ky. But I couldn’t. Not yet.
 
   “Alright, this is what’s going to happen,” Jason said, raising his unsteady voice. “We’re going to remain nice and calm while I explain how this extremely fucked-up situation isn’t what it looks like. Harper didn’t just shoot Ky in cold blood.” He looked at Harper. “Please, see if there’s anything you can do for him.”
 
   I watched as Harper made his way to Ky while the others exchanged nervous, confused glances.
 
   Beside me, Jason took a deep breath. “Here’s the truth. My mother”—he practically spat the word—“is Anna Wesley, the General’s pet doctor.”
 
   I watched the others’ faces as he spoke, shock and horror widening their eyes, twisting their familiar features into masks of outrage and disgust.
 
   “The General keeps her on a leash by dangling the constant threat of death—mine and my sister’s—in front of her. He placed Monitors close to us, people with hidden commands to eliminate us if she ever tried to contact us.” He paused, letting his words sink in. “Well, she contacted us, Ky found out, and he just tried to kill me.”
 
   “It’s…true,” Ky wheezed, and I risked glancing down at him. He was staring at Jason, his eyes both empty and imploring. “It’s true.”
 
   There was a long moment where nobody said anything. Crickets sang. Frogs croaked. An owl hooted. But nobody said anything.
 
   “And if any of the rest of you are like him,” Jason said, “if any of you come after my sister or me, I will kill you.” His threat hung in the air until the others lowered their guns, and I did the same.
 
   My eyes drifted to Ky and Harper, and I finally got my first up-close look at Ky’s wounds. My throat constricted, and my eyes burned with the need to shed more tears than I already was. Ky wasn’t going to make it. I didn’t think even a transfusion of Jake’s blood could fix him…he was just too damaged.
 
   I felt a hand grasp mine, and I looked to my right to see Zoe standing beside me, her face a mask of grief that mirrored mine. I gave her hand a squeeze, then reached for Jason’s with my left and threaded my fingers through his.
 
   But he didn’t look at me, didn’t tear his eyes away from Ky. His Monitor. His best friend. Who was dying.
 
   Ky coughed, drawing my attention to him. His lips curved into a sorry attempt at a smile that lasted about a second and was driven away by a grimace. When his features relaxed once more, he stared up at Jason. “Not…your…fault…”
 
   And then he exhaled for the final time.
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   ZOE
 
   MAY 28, 1AE
 
   The Farm, California
 
    
 
   “It is our fault…it’s all our fault,” I breathed. Seeing Ky lying there, another friend bloody and lifeless, was too much. “Sarah…” I closed my eyes, the image of her lifeless body still fresh in my mind. “And now Ky…”
 
   “What about Sarah?” Biggs said.
 
   I spun around to find him standing behind me, shocked and confused, with a crying Everett in his arms. “I heard gunshots…” As he registered the horror on my face, my regret, his grip on Everett tightened, like he knew to steady himself for another blow.
 
   I lost what final shred of composure I had left, and my silent tears turned to violent sobs. “Biggs, I wanted to tell you—”
 
   His eyes darted around the group; everyone was quiet, shocked and waiting. “Tell me what?”
 
   Fists clenched and my heart pounding emphatically, I took a step toward him. “Sarah was one of them, a Monitor. I’m so sorry. I saw everything right before…”
 
   His brow furrowed. “A what?”
 
   “She was going to kill me—she was trying not to—right before she went into labor, but she—she couldn’t.” I took a shaky breath. “She sent you away because she knew what she had to do.” My chest felt so heavy, so tight, I struggled to breath.
 
   “What the hell are you saying, Zoe?”
 
   I tried to swallow back my cowardice. He needed to know, Biggs deserved to know. “Sarah killed herself to protect me.”
 
   His eyes hardened with understanding. The burn of guilt only intensified as I watched his features twist with anger and felt his mounting sadness all over again.
 
   I closed my eyes and took a deep breath, bracing myself for what might come next. As I exhaled, I opened my eyes and said, “It wasn’t depression, I—”
 
   Biggs glared at Harper. “You lied to me?”
 
   “He didn’t know,” I croaked. “No one did but me and Jason.” Although that wasn’t exactly true, there was no reason to share the blame. Our friends were dead because of us.
 
   For a fleeting moment, Biggs’s features softened, and I knew he was thinking about Sarah, relieved she hadn’t taken her life because of the babies, because she’d regretted having them. But then his eyes found mine, and I held my breath. “I blamed myself…I blamed them, and it was your fault. You allowed me to think—”
 
   I let out a choked sob and took another step closer. “I wanted to tell you, Biggs.” I let the tears fall freely, let his anguish fill me the way it was filling him. “I wanted to, but I couldn’t. I—”
 
   “You could’ve,” he growled. “You could’ve, but you didn’t.” And before I knew what was happening, Biggs was storming back toward the house, Everett’s fussing turning to bloodcurdling screams.
 
   Body numb and clumsy, I ran after him. “Biggs, please don’t—”
 
   “Leave me alone, Zoe!” He stomped up the stairs and flung open the screen door. “Stay away from my children.”
 
   I froze. “Biggs, please…”
 
   The screen slammed in my face. What’s he going to do? When I heard him march up the stairs, when I felt his resolve and disgust and hatred for me, I knew. Sadness flooded through me.
 
   Flinging open the screen, I ran in after him. “You can’t leave, please don’t leave. We can help you.”
 
   Biggs ignored me as he strode into his room, placed Everett in his crib, and pulled out his duffel.
 
   “Please don’t do this. Please don’t leave. I want to help, I want to—”
 
   “Get. Out.” He stopped and glared at me. “I said, get out.”
 
   My presence was only making him more despondent, more outraged, so I reluctantly straightened and backed out of his room. I wished he would listen, wished he would stay. “I am sorry,” I warbled. “I am so, so sorry.” Biggs was going to leave, to take the twins, and there was nothing I could do to change his mind.
 
   “You’ll never come near my children again,” he said so evenly I knew it was true, and I sobbed harder as he slammed the door in my face.
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   DANI
 
   JUNE 16, 1AE
 
   The Farm, California
 
    
 
   “I can see why the dream freaked you out so much,” Zoe said. She was kneeling beside me in the overgrown grass surrounding the mound of dark earth over Ky’s still-fresh grave. A simple wooden headstone with his name and dates marked the head of the grave. Jason was working on gathering the tools and materials needed to create a more permanent, granite gravestone, but it would still be a while.
 
   A couple of blessedly quiet weeks had passed since Ky’s death and Biggs’s retreat to New Bodega with the twins. We felt the loss of all of them deeply, but we couldn’t afford to dwell on what was gone; we had to focus on what we still had. We had to keep going. We were slipping into a routine of long hours and hard work that felt a little more natural every day. The Farm wasn’t quite a well-oiled machine, but it was getting there.
 
   Thinking about the nightmare that had left me clammy and breathing hard early this morning—a vivid replay of me shooting the child-Crazy a few months back—I nodded to Zoe. “I mean, I know the little girl was a Crazy and was pretty much about to rip your face off, but…I just…” I groaned in frustration, reaching out to rearrange our daily offering of wildflowers over Ky’s grave for the third time. “She was barely older than Annie…and I killed her.”
 
   Zoe took a deep breath, exhaling slowly. I could see that it was practically painful for her not to take over my meager efforts to create a visually pleasing pattern, but I appreciated that she restrained herself. I needed to do this, but I was grateful that she made time to visit Ky’s grave with me every day.
 
   “Personally, I like having my face,” Zoe said. “You did what you had to do to protect me when I couldn’t protect myself.” She grabbed my wrist and squeezed. “Thank you for doing that, D.”
 
   I bit my lip, then squeezed my eyelids shut and nodded once. “You’re welcome, Zo. I don’t know what I’d do if—if—”
 
   “I know, D. Me too.”
 
   I opened my eyes and stared into hers; they were so startlingly blue, so wonderfully familiar. “I love you, Zo.” I loved Jason with all of my heart, but in so many ways, Zoe really was the other half that fit perfectly with my soul.
 
   Zoe’s arms were suddenly around me, and we were both stifling convulsive sobs. “God, D…I couldn’t do this without you. I really couldn’t.”
 
   I pulled away and wiped my cheeks, not the least bit embarrassed at my impromptu display of soppy affection. After all, what was the point of surviving the apocalypse if I couldn’t tell my best friend how much I loved her every once in a while?
 
   My eyes drifted to Ky’s temporary grave marker. We’d erected one for Ben, too, right beside Ky’s, though we didn’t actually have Ben’s body; we had his memory. At least it was a way for the brothers to be together. They deserve that.
 
   Zoe grabbed my hands. “D…”
 
   I leaned away a little and eyed her.
 
   “D!” she repeated, practically bouncing on her knees.
 
   “What?” I shook my head, totally confused.
 
   “You just spoke in my head!”
 
   I continued to shake my head. My latest period of electricity-induced Ability burnout had proved to be the longest yet, lasting well over two weeks. It had only just ended a few days ago, and it had been fluctuating unpredictably since it had come back online.
 
   Zoe squeezed my hands. “You said, ‘At least it’s a way for them to be together, they deserve that’—but you said it in my head!”
 
   As I continued to shake my head, I realized that something inside me had changed—I could feel her mind. I felt an enormous, wondrous grin spread across my face. I could sense people again. For the first time in months, I could speak to them telepathically. My Ability was fixed. I was fixed!
 
   I searched the farm for one specific mind and found it within seconds. “Guess what, Jason? I’m back…”
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   JAKE
 
   JUNE 17, 1AE
 
   Bodega Bay, California
 
    
 
   After giving their names at the heavily guarded wall, Jake and Jason rode their horses into New Bodega, construction plans and “shopping” lists rolled up and strapped to their saddles.
 
   “They should have one of those serpentine belts somewhere, right?” Jason asked.
 
   Jake nodded, leaning down and patting Brutus’s shoulder. “Yeah, but the question is whether or not they’d let me use one…or three.”
 
   “We have plenty to barter with, I’m sure.”
 
   Jake shrugged as a thought occurred to him. “I guess if they don’t have any quarter-inch belts, I can look for a different-sized chain,” he said. “Although I’m not sure a chain would be as efficient.”
 
   “I’ve got to stop in the hardware store, too. I need a few more clamps if I’m going to get that additional shed up before the first wave gets here from Tahoe. I just hope the shop has some.”
 
   Jake tried to imagine making room for another group of people on the Farm. “When’s that happening?”
 
   Jason squinted out at the harbor as it came into view. “A couple weeks. They’re just passing through. When Dani checked in with Lance last night, he told her there’s another farm a few miles past ours that’s ready to be worked if there are willing, capable bodies. And Holly and Hunter said they have a few group members who are more than willing.”
 
   Jake stretched in his saddle. “That’s good. It’ll be nice to have another farm close by.” He scanned the mostly abandoned street.
 
   Fog still hung low, but Jake had grown used to living near the coast and knew it would burn off by midday. The clip-clopping sound of horse hooves on the pavement echoed in the morning fog as they rode toward the town center. Beyond the boathouse, Jake could barely make out the tents compiling the marketplace.
 
   The two of them meandered in silence, taking in their surroundings as they rode further down the winding road.
 
   Jason pointed to the bike rack–hitching post in front of Town Hall. “Let’s see what they have in the way of materials, then we’ll worry about the crab.”
 
   Jake nodded. “Dani’s gonna love you for that.”
 
   A broad smile engulfed Jason’s scarred face. “I know.”
 
   Jake chuckled as they secured their horses to the bike rack. After unstrapping his backpack, he turned toward the morning market and bustling merchants readying their tents and tables for the day. There was a fresh produce stand with eggs and veggies, a seafood tent, another displaying jewelry and gemstones, and others with leather bags and crocheted blankets, jams, and jellies…the tents and stands went on and on.
 
   After Jason patted his horse’s withers and pulled his pack up onto his shoulder, he headed across the street to the hardware store.
 
   “I’ll meet you in there,” Jake said and walked beside Jason. He broke away, heading toward the hunting and fishing supply shop. “I need to get some more arrows for Zoe and the boys.”
 
   Jason nodded and continued on toward the store a few doors down.
 
   Jake entered the first shop in the row, greeting the older woman at the counter before he began to sort through what few options the shop owner had in the way of arrows. Zoe had been spending a lot of time practicing archery, meaning she was getting better and breaking less arrows, but she was still going through them pretty quickly. Although Jake hadn’t told Zoe about it, Jason had agreed to teach him a thing or two about woodworking so he could make custom arrows for her…eventually. He wanted it to be a surprise.
 
   “Sorry, it’s not much,” the woman said, her eyes not leaving the weathered paperback book in her hand. She pushed her reading glasses higher on the bridge of her nose. “I should have more stock in within the next few weeks. Just waiting for the next big scavenging trip to the city.”
 
   Jake made a noncommittal noise before picking a set of arrows he thought would suffice and trading a quart of goat’s milk for them.
 
   “Thank you,” he said, giving her a slight wave as he pushed open the door.
 
   “Have a good day.”
 
   Jake headed out the door and toward the hardware store a couple doors down. When he stepped into the tiny shop, he expected to find Jason poring over the new chisel sets and the sharpeners that lined the shelves, but Jake didn’t see Jason at all. The portly shopkeeper, with his long hair and even longer beard, was the only occupant. He strolled up to the counter from the workshop in back.
 
   When he looked up, he flashed Jake a welcoming smile. “Morning.”
 
   With a nod, Jake approached the counter. “Morning. I’m looking for my friend, Jason. I was supposed to meet him in here.”
 
   The shopkeeper shrugged. “I’ve only had a few people in this morning. What’s he look like?”
 
   “He’s a big guy, dark hair?”
 
   The man chuckled. “I’ve lived here for years…seen a lot of visitors by that description.”
 
   “Perfect. You might know his family, actually—the Cartwrights?”
 
   Although the shopkeeper’s expression never wavered, Jake could have sworn some of the color drained from the man’s face.
 
   Jake took a step closer to the counter. “Everything okay?”
 
   The man seemed to blink himself back to the present and nodded. “I did just open up. Your friend might’ve come up when the door was locked.” He busied himself behind the counter, and Jake got the distinct impression the man was avoiding his gaze.
 
   “Did you know the family?” Jake asked as he glanced around the shop, wondering if Tom had been a regular back in the day.
 
   “I did, actually.” He cleared his throat. “I was a friend of their father’s.” He stilled for a moment and met Jake’s eyes. “Honestly, I thought they were all dead.”
 
   Jake shook his head. “Not all of them.” Jake stood there a moment, contemplating. “Alright, well, thanks anyway.” He turned to leave just as the door opened, and Jason walked in.
 
   “Morning,” he said to the shopkeeper, who offered him a tight-lipped smile in return.
 
   “Good morning.”
 
   Jason scanned the store. “I need three twelve-inch hand-screw clamps, if you have any.” He laughed softly and shook his head. “Zoe’d love the smell of this place.”
 
   Jake watched the shopkeeper, waiting for him to check his inventory, but he just stood there, watching Jason intently. Jason didn’t seem to notice the man’s scrutiny.
 
   “Did you have those clamps?” Jake prompted, and Jason turned his attention back to the counter.
 
   “If you don’t,” Jason said, “I’ll take three of the closest thing you’ve got.”
 
   The shopkeeper gave him a curt nod. “I’ve got ’em,” he said. “Just a moment.” He headed into the attached workshop.
 
   When he returned, he set the clamps out on the counter.
 
   “These will be great, thanks,” Jason said.
 
   As the shopkeeper wrapped up the clamps, his eyes narrowed slightly on Jason, then on Jake. “What are you boys building?” he asked.
 
   “A new shed.” Jason pulled his pack off his shoulder and set it up on the counter, preparing to barter with the shopkeeper, but the shopkeeper waved him away.
 
   “It’s on the house,” he said and slid the wrapped clamps over to Jason.
 
   Jason looked thoroughly confused.
 
   “He knew your father,” Jake explained when the shopkeeper said nothing. Jake watched the owner’s placid expression.
 
   Jason’s head tilted to the side. “Really?” He outstretched his hand. “I’m Jason. I’m afraid I don’t remember you.”
 
   The shopkeeper extended his hand, as well. “Charles, and don’t worry. I wouldn’t expect you to.”
 
    
 
   ~~~~~
 
    
 
   “Zoe, can you get me the diagrams you’re working on for the farm?” Jason asked as he walked up the porch steps. “I’m trying to figure out where we need to focus our attention.”
 
   Zoe nodded. “I guess I’ll practice later.” She winked at Jake as she set her bow and new set of arrows on the porch railing and headed inside for the diagrams she’d been sketching. It had been a few weeks since Biggs had left with the twins, and Jake was glad to see Zoe was finally getting some of her pep back and finding her groove again.
 
   “You planning on finishing the shed in one day?” Jake asked. “I know you like projects, but…” He smiled.
 
   “Just trying to keep everyone busy. Between you and me, I’m hoping the shed’ll be done in the next couple of days. If Harper and Tavis can have enough of the field dug up, we can—”
 
   The crunch-crunch of hooves on gravel came from the end of the long driveway. Jake turned his head to watch a gray horse and rider pass through the open gate. When he noticed the shaggy-faced, portly man from the hardware store, he frowned.
 
   “What’s he doing here?” Jason asked, looking at Jake.
 
   “I don’t know,” Jake said. “He was acting strange at the shop…”
 
   “Really?” Jason eyed Jake. “I thought he seemed like a nice enough guy. You don’t trust him?”
 
   “Not completely, no.”
 
   Exhaling heavily and scratching the back of his head, Jason said, “And now he’s here…why is he here?”
 
   Jake didn’t like the unease that settled inside him, but all he could do was shrug, and together, he and Jason walked out toward the approaching horse. Warily, they watched Charles dismount.
 
   Jake heard the screen door swing closed behind him, but he didn’t turn back; instead he kept his eyes fixed on Charles.
 
   A hollow thunk shifted everyone’s attention, and Jake turned around to see Zoe standing in the driveway behind him, a notebook sprawled on the ground at her feet, her eyes wider than he’d ever seen them and her mouth gaping open. She was silent for a moment, until she finally blinked and took a reluctant step forward.
 
   “Dad?” The word was barely a whisper.
 
   Jake’s brow furrowed, and when he turned back toward Charles, he no longer saw Charles; a taller man, with a medium build and graying, light brown hair stood in his place. Shaking his head, Jake stared at the man who seemed to have morphed into a completely different person, apparently into Zoe and Jason’s dead father—Tom? Jake had never seen a picture of him, and the resemblance to either Zoe or Jason was minimal, but Jake had heard enough about Tom—both the relationship he’d had with his kids and the fact that he was supposedly dead—to give him pause. But the way Zoe’s eyes brightened, the way they filled with a storm of emotions so turbulent that they began to shimmer, was all the proof he needed that this man was, indeed, Tom Cartwright.
 
   In stunned silence, Jason watched Tom, and neither he nor his father seemed able to move. Neither of them even seemed able to speak.
 
   But not Zoe; she moved toward the newcomer, stopping close enough to reach her hand out and touch his face. “You’re alive. You’re really standing here,” she said. Her eyes scoured the length of his body, as if she thought she might be staring at a ghost. “I thought you were dead. Grams said you were dead…”
 
   “Because that’s what I wanted her to believe,” Tom said, his calm, smooth voice seeming to fit this version of himself more than it had fit his portly counterpart.
 
   “Why would you…” She shook her head. “You’re alive,” she said again, and with a sob, wrapped her arms around him.
 
   Tom embraced his daughter, closing his eyes and letting her cry on his shoulder.
 
   “You’re alive.” Her sobbed words were muffled by his well-worn, checkered flannel shirt.
 
   Although Jake wanted to give Zoe privacy during her reunion with her apparent father, he was too wary of the man’s Ability to alter perception to leave her alone with him.
 
   Jake heard the screen door open and looked over his shoulder to see Dani emerge, Annie at her side. Hand in hand, they walked toward the commotion. Dani’s features were scrunched in confusion.
 
   Until Tom lifted his face away from Zoe’s hair.
 
   Dani gawked. “Mr. Cartwright?”
 
   “Why?” Zoe asked, pulling away from her father and wiping the tears from her face. “Why would Grams think you were dead? Why would you want her to think that?”
 
   He gave her an apologetic shake of his head. “I couldn’t risk Herodson finding out I was alive and using it to somehow hurt you kids…or your mom. I’m so sorry, sweetheart.”
 
   “But all this time…we thought you were dead.” Zoe’s features hardened. “You knew about all of this, about mom…”
 
   “Yes, sweetheart, I knew.” A pained expression softened his features. “I’ve known all along. Not the details, but…enough. I knew enough.”
 
   Zoe’s eyes narrowed.
 
   Tom looked at Jason, whose expression was blank, then back at Zoe. “I wanted to tell both of you—so many times—but I couldn’t.” Gently, he touched Zoe’s temple with his fingertips. “I can see that you know about the Monitors…and that yours are gone.” He sighed and shook his head. “Now that you know the danger, I hope you’ll understand.”
 
   Zoe’s hands clenched into fists at her sides, and she took another step back.
 
   Her father let his hand fall down to hang at his side.
 
   “Is there anything else?” she said, her voice cold.
 
   Tom frowned. “Anything else?”
 
   “Anything else we should know about? Now that we know about Mom and her role in all of this…and that you’re alive. Is there anything else?”
 
   Her father started to shake his head.
 
   “And, please, don’t lie.” She closed her eyes, drawing in and then exhaling a steadying breath. “We can’t take any more lies.”
 
   When she finally looked at him, he shook his head the barest amount. “Other than my Ability, no, there’s nothing else. Not that I can think of.”
 
   For the first time, Zoe seemed to notice Jason standing there, staring at their father. “Jason, you were just staring at him. When I came out here…how could you not see it was Dad?”
 
   Her brother looked at her, a hard, cold glint in his eyes. “He didn’t look like him.”
 
   “You must’ve been able to see through the ‘glamour’ because your Ability’s so much like his, Zo,” Dani said from beside Jason. She gave Zoe’s father a timid wave. “Hey, Mr. Cartwright.”
 
   He inclined his head. “Dani. It’s good to see you’re still alive and with the family.”
 
   She shrugged and gave him a weak smile. “I’m sort of a hard person to get rid of, I guess.”
 
   He chuckled softly. “I’m glad to hear it.”
 
   “Why didn’t you tell Jason who you were this morning?” Jake asked, his arms folded over his chest. “Why ride here, pretending to be someone you’re not?”
 
   The man’s gaze leveled on Jake before it shifted back to his kids. “I wanted to make sure this place was safe, that you kids were safe and not here under some sort of manipulation.” When both Jason and Zoe remained quiet, he continued. “When I saw you this morning, Jason, I was so shocked, I wasn’t sure what to do. Everything I’ve done has been to keep you safe, in the hope that, one day, I’d find you again. I had to stay hidden—to live in disguise—if I wanted the chance to meet up with you again. I wanted to stay in Bodega Bay, in case you returned, but I couldn’t stay there looking like me.”
 
   Jason started clenching and unclenching his jaw. “We thought you were dead,” he said, his voice hollow as he repeated Zoe’s earlier words.
 
   “I know, son, and I’m sorry. But it was the only way. You’re not the only one Herodson put Monitors on.”
 
   After a hesitant moment, Jason seemed to accept the explanation, because he wrapped his arms around his father so suddenly that even he looked a little stunned.
 
   The older man closed his eyes as a relieved smile tugged at the corner of his mouth, and he returned Jason’s hug.
 
   Jake looked at Zoe, whose eyes were gleaming with surprise and confusion, with relief and uncertainty as she watched her brother and father embrace. Focused solely on Zoe, Jake closed the distance between them, intent on making sure she was alright.
 
   Her shimmering eyes met his. “I…I can hardly believe anything that happens anymore…”
 
   Jake remained quiet and wrapped his arms around her. “Neither can I.”
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   “I’ve seen Mom,” I blurted, unable to suppress my curiosity. “Did you know she was still alive?”
 
   My dad’s face brightened at the mention of my mom, but only minimally. Like her, he’d clearly become well-adjusted to masking his emotions. “I hoped,” he said. His gaze shifted between Jason and me. “I hoped she was, but more than anything, I hoped that her hard work had paid off, that you had Abilities…that you’d survived and were able to start over.”
 
   “Her hard work?” I glanced at Jason before my eyes narrowed again on my dad. “She killed everyone.”
 
   “It’s complicated, Zoe. You don’t understand.”
 
   “I don’t understand?” I wasn’t sure if I should vomit or scream. “You have no idea what we’ve been through over the past six months, all because of her…what our friends—the people we love—have gone through. You’ve been hiding in Bodega Bay while we’ve been literally fighting to survive. Our friends are dead. Grams is dead. All because of Mom.”
 
   “Zoe, please don’t—”
 
   “No.” I held up my hand. “Let’s, just for a minute, pretend she didn’t wipe out all of humanity. I’ve had friends die in my arms. I can see and feel things no one should ever have to.” I flung my arm to the side, pointing in Jake’s general direction. “Jake’s sister has to have daily electrotherapy sessions just to stay alive. Jason has to null Dani’s Ability every night to prevent her from turning into a wild animal. My memories—”
 
   I felt a hand on my shoulder and looked back. Jason was standing behind me, a grave expression on his face. “Zoe, you can’t blame him for being happy we’re still alive.”
 
   My dad took a few steps toward me, and the closer he drew, the more my volatile emotions consumed me.
 
   I looked at Jason. “Of course not,” I said softly. “But, Jason, we’re alive at the expense of everyone else.” I turned to meet my dad’s pale gaze. I’d wanted a real family all my life, to learn the truth and discover what it was that had always been left unsaid, but not at the cost of everyone else. “You talk about it like everything that’s happened is just a casualty of war, something that needed to be done.”
 
   My dad took another step toward me. “I’m sorry,” he said and offered me a weak smile. “I guess I’ve just been in this so long that I forget how new it is, how hurtful…I know it’s hard to understand.” He reached out to me. “But no matter what you think, know that your mom really does love you. She wanted what was best for you, no matter how horrible you think she is.”
 
   Tears were hot on my cheeks. I knew her intentions had been good, that in her own way she loved us, but it wasn’t enough to overshadow the truth of what she’d done anymore. “Then why isn’t she here? Why won’t she leave him? Why won’t she leave Peter? She won’t even bring him with her. She wouldn’t even consider it—”
 
   “Peter?” The confusion in my dad’s voice sobered me. He didn’t know. “Who’s Peter?”
 
   “Shit,” Jason muttered. He stepped up beside me and rubbed his hand over his hair. “There are some things we need to tell you, Dad.”
 
   Dad didn’t know… Part of me guessed it made sense. When was the last time he’d seen Mom? Does he know the extent of all she’d done, the things she’s created?
 
   “What the hell?” I heard Jake say as he started down the driveway. I followed his line of sight, my feet moving toward him of their own accord. I squinted at movement on the road, my gaze landing on a figure in white—a person. Soon, more figures appeared, what looked like dozens of them, maybe more.
 
   Dread thickened in my throat and my blood ran cold. I heard shouting and hurried footsteps behind me, but I barely registered them as fear and curiosity paralyzed me. 
 
   I was preparing to open my mind to them when Dani said, “They’re Re-gens.” I hadn’t even noticed that she was beside me. “They’re all Re-gens.” This time her voice was only a whisper.
 
   In my periphery, I saw Jason and Dani draw their pistols, and I briefly wondered if we even stood a chance against the approaching throng of Re-gens.
 
   “It’s Becca,” Jake breathed as soon as the figure in white drew close enough to make out clearly.
 
   “Becca?” My mouth was suddenly dry.
 
   The Re-gens behind her stopped, and Becca exchanged words with a bald, gangly man directly behind her before turning back to face us.
 
   Slowly, she alone began to walk toward us, her pale gaze shifting from me to Jake.
 
   “What’s going on, Becca?” Jake asked as she drew closer.
 
   Hearing the accusation in his voice, I looked at his profile; his confusion was written plainly on his face.
 
   “We need your help,” Becca said, stopping just out of arm’s reach. “And one day soon, you will need ours.”
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   The Colony, Colorado
 
    
 
   Anna brushed her son’s bangs off his forehead as he settled back in the reclining chair. She would have to trim his hair again soon; it was growing so fast now. “Just close your eyes,” she said, ending the softly spoken words with an even softer sigh. She hated the pain Peter had to endure every day simply to stay alive, but such was the cost of a second chance at life. Such was the cost of being a Re-gen. “It’ll be over soon.”
 
   John, the former coroner who’d been in charge of electrotherapy since the treatment’s inception, turned away from the small switchboard controlling the electrical current flowing through Peter just enough to toss Anna a weak smile over his shoulder. “A word outside while his, uh, treatment is going?”
 
   Anna clenched her jaw, closed her eyes, and took a deep breath. Despite his irritatingly hesitant and uncertain demeanor, Dr. John Maxwell was valuable. He was short in stature, shrewd of mind, and as far as Anna was concerned, more knowledgeable about the anatomy and physiology of the human brain than any other living person. She just had to remind herself of that sometimes. If she lost sight of that—of the help he, and as far as she knew, only he, could offer her son—she might “slip up” and remove him from her inner circle.
 
   And nobody survived to talk about Anna’s inner circle once their membership was revoked. Her life—her child’s life—depended on absolute secrecy, and dead men couldn’t talk. Unless they were brought back as Re-gens, but still…they had limited memories.
 
   Anna shook her head, disgusted with the direction her thoughts had gone. She was thinking like Gregory, something that seemed to be happening to her more and more with each passing day. What would Tom, her first husband—her true husband—say if he could see her thoughts now? Nothing good, she imagined, and definitely nothing flattering.
 
   Peter gave his mom’s hand a squeeze, drawing her back to the here and now. The heavy glove Anna wore protected her from the worst of the electrical current humming through his body, but she still felt a slight buzz. “It’s fine, Mom. Go with Dr. Maxwell.” Peter offered her a slightly strained smile. “I’ll live, promise.”
 
   Anna clenched her jaw harder, then forced herself to relax and release her son’s hand. Standing, she removed the rubber-lined glove and tossed it on the wheely chair she’d just vacated. She paused at the door John was holding open and met her son’s eyes. If it had been her in the chair, hosting an electrical current as strong as the one flowing through Peter, she would have been seizing, her brain sizzling and turning to relative mush.
 
   But not Peter. Because Peter wasn’t like her. Peter wasn’t really like anyone…not anymore. How much longer could this go on? How many more experimental treatments could a sixteen-year-old boy’s body endure? How much higher could they crank up the electrical current without it harming even someone like Peter?
 
   Peter flashed Anna another tense smile, and her heart twisted. How long did she have until Gregory lost patience with their son’s stop-and-go—mostly stop—recovery?
 
   Holding her breath, Anna left the room and shut the door. “What is it?” she said on her exhale. “You’re very”—she scanned John from sneakered toes to balding head—“twitchy, today.” Or, at least, twitchier than usual. “What’s changed?”
 
   John hunched his shoulders. “You know that Peter is…he’s…”
 
   Anna crossed her arms and raised her right eyebrow. “Peter is what?”
 
   “He’s, uh, different…fr—from the others, I mean.” John scuffed his shoe against the linoleum floor. “Because of the chemo and radiation, not to mention all of the experim—treatments we’ve performed on him and…” He met Anna’s eyes and blanched. “Which were very successful. Excellent ideas, all of them. Wouldn’t have done any differently myself, had it been my kid who—”
 
   “Cut the bullshit, John.” Anna leaned in toward the pointy-featured man, planting a hand on the wall just behind him. He seemed to cringe into himself. There were some perks to being Gregory’s wife, however unpleasant the drawbacks. It wasn’t a fair trade, not even close. But it was something. “Tell me,” she demanded gently.
 
   John took a deep breath and held it for several seconds. “He—he’s dying.”
 
   Anna shut her eyes. Breathed. Again. And again. When she reopened her eyes, she said, “I’m sorry.” Deep breath. “I must have misheard you.”
 
   “The treatments aren’t as effective as they used to be for Peter…and certainly not as effective as they are for the others.” John wrung his hands. “The degeneration is progressing more quickly in him…not that it’s not to be expected, considering that he’s older in Re-gen terms than the few others left after the rebelli—”
 
   John must’ve caught the dangerous glint in Anna’s glare, because he shrank back even further. “It’s as though I can’t target the parts of his mind that are breaking down, like his synapses are firing too intensely, um, burning themselves out before I can reset the connection. And the less effective the treatments become, well, the more quickly the degeneration will progress.” Quickly, he added, “And I’m sure it’s not just him, or at least it won’t be. Soon, the others will reach the same point.” He nodded frantically. “I’m certain of it.”
 
   Anna narrowed her eyes. “I don’t care what you have to do. Find. A. Way. To. Save. Him.” She eased away from the wall—and the terrified doctor—and carefully straightened her lab coat. Purposefully, Anna raised her gaze to lock on his. “Find a way, or you’ll be of no further use to me.” And there it was again, disgusting proof that Anna was, deep down, just like Gregory.
 
   John blinked several times. A deer in headlights held nothing on him. “I—I’ll see what I can come up with.”
 
   Anna nodded and bared her teeth in a self-disgusted smile. “You do that.”
 
   Quick footsteps drew Anna’s attention to the stretch of hallway behind her, and she turned around to see Howard, one of Gregory’s favorite lackeys, approaching. At least, he was one of Gregory’s favorites amongst the lackeys he still had after the uprising, and one of the few who’d remained by choice in the chaos and instability that had followed. The Re-gens had exacted a high toll with their unexpected rebellion, and it was one her son paid for every day with his increasingly rapid descent into illness. She needed more Re-gens…more subjects to run her tests on…more scientists to brainstorm possible solutions. 
 
   She needed Gabriel McLaughlin.
 
   John tipped the scales in terms of intelligence, but he was an inside-the-box thinker. Gabriel, on the other hand, somehow managed to turn scientific experimentation into an art, constantly redefining the concept of “the box” with his intellectual creativity. Where John was an unquestionably smart man, Gabriel was a true scientific savant. If anyone could find a solution to the degeneration plaguing the Re-gens, Gabriel could.
 
   But Anna hadn’t had so much as a glimpse of him in her dreams for months. Not that it was his fault. These were dangerous times in the Colony, and only when Anna was feeling exceptionally desperate or bold would she dare to let her guard down, just for a brief window, while she slept, hoping Gabriel might be trying to contact her in her dreams. It had yet to bear fruit. Each time Anna woke from such an attempt, she had only disappointment to warm her bed—disappointment and the megalomaniac who’d long ago claimed her as his property…as his “wife.”
 
   Howard stopped just a little too close to Anna. But she was used to his intimidation techniques. Keeping her feet firmly planted, Anna squared her shoulders and met Howard’s eyes. “Did you want something?”
 
   “General Herodson needs you.” Howard held her gaze, challenged it. “Come with me.” And without another word, he turned and strode back up the hallway.
 
   Anna forced herself to unball her fists. After several slow, even breaths, she looked at John, who was still trembling against the wall. “What do you need to increase the effectiveness of the treatments?” She spoke the words low and rushed. Much as she might find pleasure in making Gregory wait, she knew the repercussions; the anger he would take out on her and the pleasure he would gain from her pain would be far from worth it.
 
   “More Re-gens. More assistants.” John paused, squinting. “A more intense electrical current.”
 
   Anna blew out a breath. “Alright,” she said as she turned away from him to follow after Howard. “I’ll see what I can do.” Gregory would have to see reason, especially when that reason came in the form of releasing the interred rebel Re-gens into her custody so she could use them to hone the treatment process—and, if she and John were able to make enough progress, save Peter’s life.
 
   Her spark of hope dwindled when she realized Howard wasn’t leading her to Gregory’s office on the other side of the Colony, but to the underground holding cells two buildings away from the electrotherapy lab. Doubt sprouted in her chest, spreading like a noxious weed. Gregory had been keeping his distance from the makeshift prison and its ailing Re-gen occupants. She feared his presence there now could mean only one thing—he’d finally settled on their punishment for rebelling. And when Gregory came to a decision, he acted on it quickly and without mercy. It was one of his few qualities that Anna actually admired. Except for right now.
 
   Anna had no doubt of the severity of the punishment the uncooperative Re-gens would suffer, had no doubt that she was walking toward a mass execution. And she had no doubt that by extinguishing the rebel Re-gens’ second lives, Gregory would be all but killing their son.
 
    
 
   ~~~~~
 
    
 
   A livewire of tension and frustration, Anna descended the stairwell leading down to the long, underground hallway and its intermittent holding cells beneath one of the former college buildings. She couldn’t allow Gregory to kill the few remaining Re-gens, not when she needed them so badly. Her mind was awhirl with thoughts…possibilities…logic…arguments…excuses…pleas…none of which would be good enough if Gregory’s mind was already made up.
 
   The first door on the right, a heavy, metal barrier set in the reinforced cement wall, stood ajar, and Anna could hear Gregory’s disinterested voice floating through the doorway.
 
   “—but some mistakes are just too great to make amends for, MT-01. I can no longer trust you. Your words are now meaningless to me.”
 
   Howard passed the doorway and took up a guard stance on the far side of the opening. Anna stopped opposite him and hung her head. Now that she knew which Re-gen Gregory was addressing in the cell, she recognized the emotionless quality of his voice for what it really was—a mask to cover the betrayal he felt, to hide his utter heartbreak.
 
   Mikey—MT-01, in Re-gen terms—had been Gregory’s favorite. He’d been loyal to “the General” before his death and had trusted Gregory implicitly, to the point of volunteering for the Re-gen program when it was still in the experimental phase. He was the only Re-gen that Gregory didn’t address using a Re-gen identifier. Or, rather, he had been…before the uprising.
 
   And while Mikey hadn’t actually participated in the rebellion—in the massive slaughter that had taken place during those few, terrifying minutes that the General’s people had been immobilized by Camille’s metal-controlling Ability—he’d admitted to knowing about it before it happened. How could he not have when the oracle and orchestrator of the rebellion, RV-01—Becca—had been the closest thing he’d had to a best friend?
 
   “Pl—please, Father.” Mikey was sobbing, the sound sloppy and gut-wrenching. It was rare for a Re-gen to feel intense emotions, let alone express what they were feeling, and it yanked on the tangled wad of stored-up heartbreak that Anna kept tightly wound inside herself. She couldn’t imagine what it would take to summon such an intense emotional response in her own son. “I kn—knew you w—would be safe,” Mikey said between gasping breaths. “I—I would have w—warned you if I thought you—”
 
   His words cut off with the sound of flesh hitting flesh, but his sobs continued.
 
   “There are few things I enjoy less than the bitter taste of disappointment,” Gregory said quietly, “and I could count on one hand the number of times I’ve felt such intense disappointment as I do now.”
 
   “Pl—please, Father—”
 
   There was another fleshy smack, closely followed by a wet crunch that brought to mind a sickening image of the Re-gen’s skull cracking against the cement wall.
 
   “You were my favorite,” Gregory said in the silence that hung in the absence of Mikey’s sobs, thick to the point of choking. “I loved you like a son,” he whispered.
 
   Anna couldn’t bring herself to step through the doorway, to enter the holding cell that she knew now contained only one living thing. At that moment, she refused to think of Gregory as a person—he was so much less.
 
   Anna squeezed her eyes shut. Gregory truly had loved Mikey like a son; she knew it, had seen it with her own eyes. And he’d killed him anyway.
 
   She just hoped he wouldn’t inadvertently do the same to his actual flesh and blood. 
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   Hurrying through the mud and drizzle toward the stable proved detrimental to both staying clean and staying dry. Wet earth squished beneath each footstep, and I couldn’t help but wonder why we hadn’t moved our excess canning supplies out of the house sooner. Only a few steps from the sliding stable door, my right foot slipped in the mud, and it was all I could do not to face-plant in the muddy gravel with an armful of empty jars. “Shit,” I mumbled, letting out my held breath in relief as I regained my balance.
 
   “That’s a bad word,” Annie observed behind me. “We’re not supposed to say bad words.”
 
   I glanced back to find her half lost in concentration with each careful step, her little red rain boots spattered with mud. Muddy boots were better than muddy clothes, which Dani had made me promise to keep clean. Sam only shook his head.
 
   “I know, no bad words,” I said, straining as I used my foot to slide the stable door open wide enough for the three of us to scramble through and out of the rain. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to say it.” With an oomph, I managed to push the door open, and Annie shuffled inside, Sam and me following behind her.
 
   Although it was chilly inside the stable, it smelled of leather and hay, a pleasant surprise since many of the horses had opted to remain cooped up in their stalls most of the week.
 
   “Why are we bringing the jars in here?” Annie asked, her tiny voice taut as she crept inside. I passed her in search of a place to store our armfuls.
 
   “Over here,” I said, using my chin to point at the table stacked with Vanessa’s tattered and soiled clothes—the few items she’d allowed us to remove from her to be cleaned and mended. It was the table Chris and Carlos had put in Vanessa’s makeshift room during their daily visits to the last stall on the left.
 
   Hearing Annie grunt, I looked down at her and smiled. Each of her steps was strategic and determined as she drew closer to the table, holding the four jars she’d insisted on carrying, like boulders too big for her tiny arms. As always seemed to be the case when I was around cute little crazy Annie, my heart melted a little.
 
   “Why are we putting them in here?” she asked again.
 
   “Because,” Sam grumbled, “we all have to eat inside again.” He set his case of jars on top of mine. “We need the kitchen table for dinner tonight because of the stupid rain.”
 
   “It’ll stop soon,” I said, but I wasn’t sure that was true. We’d been mostly indoors for a couple of days, and none of us were sure when the weather would let up or for how long the break would last once it came, not even Tavis.
 
   “But why aren’t we putting them in the shed,” Annie rattled on, “with the jellies and the pickles and the—” 
 
   Sam cut her off. “We’re just storing them in here until Jason and Grandpa Tom can fix the roof on the shed,” he said, sounding bored. “They have to wait for the rain to stop again.”
 
   “Oh, Sam,” I said, nudging him with my elbow. “It’s just a little rain…okay, maybe a lot of rain. But it’ll let up soon.”
 
   With a grunt, Annie finally stopped in front of the table, squeezing the jars so tightly I could hear glass grinding against glass. I held my breath, waiting for them to crash onto the hay-scattered cement floor but hoping they wouldn’t. Vanessa was chatting happily away to herself in her stall, and I didn’t want to send her into a spiraling fit.
 
   Naturally, Sam reached out to help Annie unload her jars, but she turned away from him, her wild blonde hair bouncing despite its damp tendrils. “I can do it,” she said primly.
 
   Sam’s palms flew up, and he stepped away from Annie’s accusatory glare. “Sorry.”
 
   Carefully, Annie placed one jar on the table, her brow furrowed in concentration. She set down another. “They’re all wet and slippery,” she grumbled, smearing a water drop on one with her fingertip.
 
   “That’s what happens when it’s raining,” Sam retorted, ever the older brother he’d seemed to become. “I told you I’d carry them.” Although Sam often feigned annoyance with Annie, I knew she amused him, and like with the rest of us, she often made him smile despite his grumpy mood. She was contagious that way.
 
   With a derisive sound, Annie scrunched her face. “I don’t like the rain anymore,” she said, sounding like Sam, but I knew it wasn’t necessarily true. Annie didn’t like that she had to stay indoors when it rained, but she thoroughly enjoyed the overabundance of puddles that popped up all over the property. More mud meant more fun, at least where Annie was concerned.
 
   Wishing I’d been in less of a hurry and grabbed my jacket, I ignored the visible puff of breath I exhaled as my fingertips felt for the small cubes protruding from my back pocket.
 
   “Tavis should make the rain go away,” Annie said, adamant as she placed the last canning jar expertly on the table. She grinned, triumphant.
 
   “Tavis can’t send the rain away just because we don’t like it, Annie,” I tried to explain.
 
   She looked at Sam, scrunched up her face again, then looked at me. Her bright blue eyes narrowed, but she listened without argument.
 
   “Don’t you like curling up on the couch, reading your animal stories with Mr. Grayson?” Despite how much Annie groaned about having to stay indoors, I knew she loved story time almost as much as she enjoyed romping around with Cooper and Jack in the dirt. And Mr. Grayson, old Bodega Bay’s infamous history teacher and captivating orator—or Daniel, as some called him—was the best man for the job.
 
   Annie huffed, an exaggerated, impatient sound. “Yeah, but—”
 
   “But what? We need the water in the wells and to fill the pond, munchkin. And we need it for our winter garden,” I explained. As if on cue, the encroaching storm above us worsened. Raindrops fell harder, echoing on the stable roof, and a gale of wind made the structure shudder and groan.
 
   Shadow stirred in his stall a few doors down, and when Annie noticed my hand was in my back pocket, she grinned from ear to ear.
 
   “I thought we weren’t supposed to give sugar to the horses,” Sam said wryly. Though he was going for disapproving, I knew he enjoyed our clandestine snack times with the horses as much as I did.
 
   I brought my index finger to my lips. “Dani just said in moderation.” I walked over to Shadow, deciding he might like the company since he was cooped up indoors like the rest of us. Little pattering feet followed, and Annie giggled.
 
   When Shadow’s head bobbed up and he anxiously approached the opened stall window, my grin widened. He looked like an oversized mountain pony with his shaggy, onyx coat, longer from the cool winter weather, and his unruly mane.
 
   “Hey, boy,” I said softly as he stuck his head through the window. Shadow’s eyes were opened wide and bright, and I knew that meant he was growing anxious and ready for exercise. “Sorry, buddy, not today.” A notion suddenly dawned on me. I looked back at Annie. “He’s going to roll in the mud the first chance he gets, isn’t he?”
 
   She simply giggled.
 
   “I knew it.” Patting the side of his face, I put one of the sugar cubes out on my flattened palm for Shadow’s greedy lips to find and gave the rest to Sam and Annie. “It’ll be our little secret.” I winked and pointed toward the other stalls. “Just be careful of the last one,” I said. Annie and Sam both looked at Vanessa’s stall. They nodded, familiar with the drill.
 
   Unfazed to have a Crazy living in our stable—one who’d “cared” for Annie to the best of her mentally unstable ability before Dani had stumbled across them back in Tahoe—Annie giggled and pranced from stall to stall as she and Sam visited each of the horses. Just as they were finishing petting Brutus, Sam squinted beyond me, toward the tack room. I knew that look.
 
   I glanced behind me and saw nothing, though I wasn’t surprised. I’d grown used to Sam hearing things the rest of us couldn’t.
 
   “Kitty!” Annie sang, then she trotted past me to the corner of the stable, where one of the three two-month-old kittens meowed to life and stretched in the doorway of the tack room.
 
   All of us smiled, unable to resist the brown kitten’s sweet mewing while she traipsed toward us in want of attention; her brown fur, blue eyes, and bobbed, fluffy tail looked like—to Annie at least—the Mr. Potato Head doll Ky had given her right before the incident. “Ky liked Mr. Potato Head, and he would’ve liked this name,” Annie had said when she’d named the little kitten Miss Potato. No one had argued with the determined little fireball, even if it was a painful memory. It didn’t matter that Jason had been forced to shoot his best friend in self-defense, to kill Ky—the Monitor the General had placed on him. It was a day we all wished we could forget.
 
   “She’s getting bigger,” Sam said, smiling as he watched Miss Potato spastically frolicking and squeaking as she played in the straw.
 
   Unlike Sam and Annie, my mind was shadowed by darker times. Thinking of Ky made my heart ache, then burn with guilt and regret as my thoughts jumped to memories of Sarah’s suicide. I thought about Biggs and the twins, whom we hadn’t seen in almost six months. They were all gone because of me, because of the tangled, messy web of lies my life consisted of.
 
   Annie giggled and gently stroked Miss Potato’s tawny belly as the kitten flopped and played at her feet.
 
   “Where are the others?” Sam asked, peering back at the tack room, the cats’ secluded safe haven during our coastal storm.
 
   “Bubbles is coming,” Annie explained. “But Doodle is getting a bath.”
 
   With hands in his front pockets, Sam leaned back on his heels and let out a deep exhale, one that exuded incredulity, like he might never be able to completely wrap his mind around Dani and Annie’s animal-speaking Abilities.
 
   “Look who I found crying outside the door,” Tavis said, striding into the barn. His dirty blond hair was matted, and water dripped from his nose as he held out a nearly drowned, squeaky black kitten.
 
   “Bubbles!” Annie exclaimed.
 
   Sam chuffed. “I thought you said she was inside?”
 
   Annie ran over to Tavis and the drenched kitten. “No, I said she was coming.”
 
   “What was she doing outside?” I asked. I made my way over to Tavis and the kitten. “She could’ve gotten washed away.”
 
   Annie greedily snatched Bubbles from Tavis’s hold. He grinned at me and stepped aside to let Annie fawn all over the kitten. “She was exploring, and then it started raining,” Annie explained. “She got scared.”
 
   “Well, I’m glad Tavis found her then,” I said, and crouched down to pet the matted black mess.
 
   I saw a flicker of something in Tavis’s mind, a memory of the past that sent a wave of longing through him—not lustful longing, but something lonelier. He glanced at me.
 
   “Zoe,” Annie said.
 
   I looked down to find her holding Bubbles close to her chest.
 
   She glanced from the crying kitten to me, a mischievous look on her face. “Your hair is the same as Bubble’s is.” She smiled widely, a gaping hole where her right front tooth would’ve been.
 
   “Yeah?” I eyed the kitten’s soggy black fur, dabbled with streaks of white and gray. “I hope not exactly like hers,” I muttered.
 
   I barely heard Sam’s amused grunt over the sound of the dinner triangle clanking and ringing outside. Annie jumped up, startling the kittens when she shouted, “Food!”
 
   “I’m going to eat it all before you get there,” Tavis taunted with a wink in my direction, then he rushed back out into the rain, egging Annie on in their daily bout of catch-me-if-you-can.
 
   “You better hurry,” I goaded her, “or there’ll be nothing left for dinner!” With peals of laughter, Annie handed me the kitten and ran out into the rain, toward the farmhouse. “Stay out of the puddles!” I called after them, hoping the amusement in my voice didn’t drown out my authoritative tone completely.
 
   I set Bubbles and Miss Potato back in the tack room with Mama and Doodle, then stalked toward the slightly opened stable door, anxious to get out of the cold and back into the warm house.
 
   The moment I stepped outside, rain pelted me mercilessly, or at least it felt that way as it soaked what seemed like every inch of me. Quickly I pulled the sliding door shut, squinting through wet lashes toward the house. Apparently my authoritative tone needed some work, because, as I’d expected, Annie seized every opportunity to jump in the puddles on her way to the porch. Tavis smiled at me, winked, and ushered the kids inside, and all I could do was hope that Dani didn’t kill me when she saw how muddy Annie had gotten, despite my best efforts.
 
   After latching the stable door shut, I jogged toward the house.
 
   Heavy, quick footsteps squished behind me, and I couldn’t help the knowing grin that parted my lips. It was Jake. We were connected on so many levels now; I could sense his presence and his mind better than anyone else’s. He was no longer the mystery he’d once been, with walls and armor that kept him distant and apprehensive. Now, he was the warmth to my cold, the strong to my weak. He was the second half of me I had never realized was missing until I’d known what it felt like to lose him—to lose myself and become someone who had no memories at all. At least Gabe, genius that he was, was able to help me get my mind back, the memories that made me me.
 
   “Evening stroll?” Jake asked as he jogged up beside me, squinting into the rain. He lifted part of his flannel jacket to shield me from the downpour.
 
   “Yeah, it’s been such a beautiful day.” I wrapped my arm around his waist, and together we hurried to the shelter of the porch. His heat steadied my cold, trembling bones. He’d become a protective cocoon; I would never grow tired of the warmth and vitality he exuded, always making me feel loved…making me feel safe. With him, I could lose my inhibitions and my fears and, on my favorite occasions, let loose my desires.
 
   “What are you doing out here?” I asked, letting go of him when we reached the porch steps. The wood creaked beneath our urgent footsteps. I stared down at my dirt-splattered jeans and mud-caked boots. “Shit.” Using the edge of the step, I tried to scrape the chunks of mud off the bottom of my right boot. I could picture Annie now, running around the house and rolling all over the furniture, covered in far more mud than I was.
 
   “I was checking the leaks in the shed,” Jake said as he shook out his hair. “The tarp’s holding well enough for now.” A gust of wind picked up, and I shivered. As I scraped the mud from the bottom of my other boot, Jake shrugged off his jacket.
 
   Laughter, dishes clanking, and amiable chatter emanated from inside as everyone no doubt gathered around the dinner table, just as we’d done most nights since the winter weather had worsened. It was a tight fit to have all fifteen of us together—seventeen when Mase and Camille were around, visiting us from the Re-gen homesteads in Hope Valley—but we made it work. We were growing used to it. In the darkening gloom, I could make out bustling silhouettes illuminated behind the thin, drawn curtains.
 
   “Not that meteorologists were right very often,” I said, “but it would be nice to know when the rain is coming and how long it’s planning to stay. A little preparation time would be appreciated.”
 
   “Are you sure the storm wasn’t summoned?” Jake muttered.
 
   I ran my fingers through my damp hair, the shorter strands no longer a shock as they’d grown out a little. “What?” I precariously wiped the water from under my eyes. “Why?” I momentarily opened my mind up to his, wondering his meaning and hoping to catch a glimpse, but then he glanced down at my chest, my gaze following his, and I didn’t need to know what he was thinking; it was written clearly on his face.
 
   Jake handed me his jacket. The front of my white, long-sleeved shirt was wet, leaving to the imagination only what was hidden behind my peach-colored bra.
 
   I glowered at him as I donned his jacket, my head tilted in a silent scold for insinuating that Tavis had brought the rain. “I’m pretty sure he had nothing to do with it,” I said dryly.
 
   Jake’s left eyebrow rose, mirroring my expression, and his mouth quirked at the corner. “Lucky me then,” he said. He stepped closer, and although I’d planned on a reproachful response, the intensity of the base desire that burned somewhere deep in my belly whenever he was around, prevented the chiding remarks from forming on my tongue.
 
   “I think this is the first time I’ve gotten you alone all week,” he said, his voice quiet while his mind swirled with tantalizing thoughts that made me forget about cold and hunger and our waiting friends inside the house. He wrapped his arms around me, his heat enveloping me, and he pulled me into him. Chills raked through me, making me shiver with pure anticipation.
 
   “What about this morning?” I whispered, vaguely remembering the feel of his lips on my temple when he woke me before the sun was even awake. My eyelids flitted closed as his lips softly brushed against mine. I couldn’t remember the last time we’d been together. Everything had been so crazy, and we’d been so exhausted, it had become a rarity when we were able to lie in bed and lose ourselves in each other’s arms.
 
   Despite the plip-plop of rain on the porch awning and the cacophony of voices inside, I began to give in to my desperation to be alone with him. Just for a little while. His hands were rough but gentle, his lips firm but pliant against mine. His stubble tickled and teased my mouth and cheeks, the sensitive nerve endings tingling to life. A small moan escaped me as his arms tightened around my waist.
 
   “Zo,” Dani’s voice whispered in my mind. “Your dad just asked me where you are. Please don’t make me tell him you’re making out with Jake on the porch…assuming he doesn’t already know.”
 
   With a groan, I leaned my forehead against Jake’s shoulder. “We’d better get inside,” I said and let out a thwarted breath. “Apparently they’re waiting for us.”
 
   Reticent, I pulled away from him and opened my eyes to find Jake’s silhouette washed in a crimson haze. I blinked a few times, encouraging the desirous fog to dissipate, until I could finally refocus. I grinned. He was staring at me with lust-filled eyes, and images of us, upstairs together…alone…filled his mind.
 
   Anxious for what was to come later, I leaned in for a final, promise-filled kiss and entwined my fingers with his before leading him into the house to join the others.
 
    
 
   ~~~~~
 
    
 
   My bedroom was bright and open, the sunshine pouring through the window illuminating my toy-cluttered floor. Hunger rumbled inside my belly. Setting my doll down on my princess comforter, I climbed off my bed, humming as my tummy rumbled again.
 
   Tugging down the hem of my sundress, I walked into the hall and plodded down the stairs on little legs, heading for the kitchen. The carpet tickled the bottoms of my bare feet, making me smile. I didn’t hear the usual clanking of pots and pans that I usually did whenever Daddy was in the kitchen.
 
   “Daddy?” I stopped in the kitchen doorway, expecting to find him fumbling around inside. But he wasn’t there. Still humming, I turned and walked into the living room. He wasn’t in his recliner in front of the television either. “Daddy?” I wondered if he’d gone to pick up Jason. Fear flittered through me, and I wondered if Daddy left me home all alone.
 
   Then I heard angry voices coming from the back porch.
 
   Noticing that the sliding glass door was slightly open, I walked over and peered outside. My humming ceased, and I froze. Daddy was standing on the porch with a pretty woman. Her hair was long and black, like mine. Her face was pink, and she rushed around like she was scared or upset.
 
   Suddenly, I was standing outside with them. The woman was staring at me and looked like she might cry as she reached for me. “Come here, Zoe,” she said.
 
   I tried not to flinch away from her touch, but I couldn’t help it. Scared and confused, I looked up at Daddy. He looked sad, too.
 
   “You look so pretty in your dress,” the woman said. She tried to smile, and I found myself hesitantly smiling back at her. I liked her eyes. They were special and seemed familiar.
 
   “I knew you’d come back here,” a man said. I jumped when I heard his voice, but the woman didn’t seem surprised. Her hands flew to her stomach, and I wondered if she was hurt.
 
   I blinked, and then the man was standing next to me, like he appeared out of nowhere. He had a mustache and a smile that didn’t seem happy.
 
   Daddy looked angry and afraid. Something didn’t feel right, and I wanted to disappear.
 
   “They didn’t know I was coming here, Gregory,” the woman started to say. “I just needed to—”
 
   But the man with the mustache held up the palm of his hand. “Shhh,” he said, staring only at me. I wasn’t sure why I felt scared, but I was trying not to cry. “Look how big you’ve grown,” he said and crouched down before me. He smiled a big smile, his slightly crooked teeth evoking a sudden panic that made my throat tighten. “And you’re beautiful, just like your mommy.” He looked back at the woman gripping the patio table. Her eyes were shimmering, and I noticed her holding Daddy’s arm tightly with her other hand, like she was holding him back.
 
   “Don’t you dare touch her,” Daddy said, and the smile on the man’s face fell a little. I saw something in his eyes that unleashed the tears I’d been trying not to shed. Something bad was happening, I could feel it.
 
   “Daddy…” I began to sob. But it wasn’t Daddy who picked me up, it was the scary man.
 
   “There, there, little Zoe. It’s okay.” He patted my leg and smiled at Daddy and the woman. They said something to him, but I was too stunned to listen. For the first time, I noticed men lining the fence of our backyard. They appeared out of nowhere, like the scary man had. There were a lot of them, but only a few had big guns. Their faces were mad and mean.
 
   I cried louder. I wished Jason was home.
 
   “I told you what would happen if you ever left, Anna. Did you think I was bluffing? That I wouldn’t notice…again?”
 
   Through a veil of tears, I peered back over at Daddy and the woman. Daddy was frowning, angrier than I’d ever seen him. I called for him again, but the man’s grip on me tightened. I shrieked in pain.
 
   “I will kill your son if you hurt her,” the woman growled, and she pointed to her tummy. “I will end your legacy.”
 
   The man’s fingers dug into my leg, and I hit at his hand without thought, trying to get him to let me go. When he finally set me back on the ground, I ran to Daddy.
 
   “You will not harm them, Gregory. Or I won’t hesitate to kill this child. I promise you that.” I stared at her belly. I didn’t see a baby, but her tummy was big.
 
   “You won’t kill an innocent child, Anna,” the man said. “Me, on the other hand…” He stared at me again and smiled. “And then there’s the boy, too.”
 
   “You leave him out of this!” Daddy shouted, and I could feel his body shaking.
 
   The scary man’s face hardened, and I noticed his body stiffen. “Watch yourself, Sergeant. My compassion only goes so far.”
 
   The woman pulled a needle like they used at the doctor’s office from behind her. It was the kind that always poked my skin and pinched me, but just for a minute. “So help me God, Gregory. If you hurt my family, I will kill yours.”
 
   The scary man looked at all of us, and his voice was angrier than before. “Then there’s not much of a reason for me to keep any of you around, is there?”
 
   “I’ll come back with you,” the woman said, reaching for him. “If you’ll just leave my family alone.”
 
   The man pounded his fist on the patio table. “I’m your family!”
 
   “Not if you hurt them,” she said. The woman looked angry, but she still sounded scared.
 
   Daddy bent down to me. “Go inside, sweetheart.” He leaned in for a hug and whispered, “Hide. Until I can make it go away…hide.”
 
   I nodded, not understanding what he meant, but wanting to hide all the same.
 
   I didn’t know why the scary man wanted to hurt us. I didn’t understand why the woman wanted to kill the baby I couldn’t see either. But I knew the man with the mustache was evil, and I was afraid that if I looked away, Daddy would be gone, and I would never see him again.
 
   The scary man shook his head. “I thought we agreed last time that your family was as good as dead if you ever came back. Yet here you are, again.” He clenched his fist. “I trusted you. I thought your word was worth your freedom. Apparently I was wrong.”
 
   The sad woman took a step toward him. “I was just scared, Gregory,” she said, rubbing her belly. “You don’t understand how dangerous this is for me. I just needed to see them, needed to say goodbye.” She wiped the tears from her eyes. She didn’t look scared anymore. “I promise, once I leave, I will never come back.”
 
   The scary man’s eyes narrowed, and he glanced from her swollen cheeks down to her belly. “You have one more chance, darling. If you even try to leave again, if you do anything to undermine me and my mission, or our family…” He glared over at me.
 
   “Go inside, Zoe!” Daddy yelled.
 
   I ran toward the house, but stopped inside the door and listened, waiting. I didn’t want to leave Daddy.
 
   “Regardless of what you do in the future, measures will be taken now,” the scary man said, and when I peeked around the doorframe, the woman looked relieved. “Monitors, in fact. And if you do misstep, even in the most minimal way, I will hurt your children and make Tom, here, watch, and you might never even know it. That, my dear, is my promise to you.”
 
   When my eyes met Daddy’s, wide and sad, everything suddenly faded away. I was in my room, crying in his arms. His familiar eyes were empty as he stared at me. Gently, he brushed a tear from my cheek, and then everything changed again. The memory of the scary man faded away. Then the sad woman started to change. Her special eyes disappeared, her features vanishing one by one until she was faceless and frightening…until she was completely gone, too.
 
   There were no men in the backyard, and Daddy wasn’t upset. There was no reason I could think of for why I’d been crying or why Daddy would look so sad. 
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   The Farm, California
 
    
 
   With a grunt, I adjusted my hold on the box I was carrying and attempted to reach for the doorknob on the cottage’s front door. The glassware in the box, an amalgam of random glasses, mugs, vases, and bowls I’d collected from the massive—and dusty—storage room in the barn, shifted and clanked in warning.
 
   “Crap,” I hissed. “Jason?” I called telepathically. Having my Ability firing on all cylinders was useful in so many ways, not the least of which was being able to request aid from pretty much anyone, anywhere, at any time. “Come get the door?”
 
   “Give me a second.” He was inside the cottage, in what was slowly transforming into our bedroom in the back corner of the small house. I could sense his mind signature there. Stationary. Not rushing toward the door to let me in.
 
   I pressed my lips together and exhaled with a huff. Clearly, being able to request help telepathically and receiving said help were two entirely different matters.
 
   Gritting my teeth, I raised my right leg and used my thigh to shift my increasingly precarious hold on the box once more. It certainly didn’t help that the cardboard was damp from the drizzling rain or that, thanks to the chill in the air, I could barely feel my fingers. At least the porch’s shallow eave protected me from getting rained on further. “Unless you want a mountain of broken glass on the stoop, it’d be great if you could come get the door now…”
 
   I could sense Jason’s movement instantaneously, and seconds later, the door swung open and he plucked a box that had been just shy of way too heavy out of my arms with annoying ease. I flexed my fingers, cringing at the uncomfortable mixture of numbness and sharp, stinging pain.
 
   “You shouldn’t have tried to carry this in the first place.” Jason gave me a reproachful look—eyebrows raised, chiseled jaw flexed, jagged scar intensifying everything about him—before turning and heading through the cozy living room with the box. He set it on the single free corner of the rustic farm table that separated the “kitchen” from the rest of the living area. We’d found the table in the storage room—which, in all reality, put most old attics to shame with all the treasures it contained—and had relocated it to the cottage almost a week ago, during our last “moving day.”
 
   Days off were rare on our little communal farm, and Jason and I had been setting up the cottage to be our small family’s own comfy, compact, and moderately private home for over a month now. I was more than ready to move out of the farmhouse and settle in here with Jason and Annie and my beloved German shepherd, Jack. To have my own space…to not always be stepping on the toes of every other living person I knew…to make a home with Jason…
 
   I sighed, and after scanning the combined living room and kitchen and beautiful river-stone hearth, after taking in the columns of boxes and piles of clutter that still needed to be moved out, arranged, or put away, I felt my shoulders slump. It looked like I wouldn’t be settling in to my little piece of domestic paradise on this rainy November day. Maybe next week…
 
   “Red.” Jason planted himself in front of me and rested his work-roughened hands on my shoulders. “Look at me.”
 
   Unable to resist an order from him, especially one delivered in such a low, silky rumble, I raised my gaze to his and fell in love with him just a little bit more. His sapphire eyes were filled with such warmth, such light and heat and wonder, that I couldn’t help but lose myself in them. Lose myself to him.
 
   “What did I tell you last night?” he asked, face placid.
 
   My cheeks flushed and my whole body heated as I remembered things whispered in the cover of darkness. Secret things. Things I was almost certain I couldn’t repeat while it was daylight or while I was staring into his eyes…or ever. “Um…” I drew my bottom lip between my teeth and lowered my eyes and blushed even more. “Well…”
 
   Jason chuckled, his thumbs tracing the underside of my jaw. “While I think it’s pretty fucking fantastic that your mind went there automatically, I was actually talking about the promise I made about moving. Into the cottage. Today…”
 
   “Oh!” My eyes flashed up to his, and I smiled shyly. My face and neck were still on fire.
 
   “Unless you’re planning on spending the rest of the day digging around in that room”—his focus shifted to my hair, and he pulled a clumpy cobweb from my ponytail’s unruly curls—“we’ll have plenty of time to finish up in here.”
 
   I assessed the chaotic space once again and puckered my lips, attempting to imagine everything arranged just so. And failed. “But—”
 
   “The bedrooms are all that really matter, anyway.” Jason shrugged a shoulder and looked down the short hallway to both ours and Annie’s future bedrooms. “And those are done.”
 
   Narrowing my eyes, I scrutinized Jason’s face. He hadn’t shaved today—not yesterday, either, I’d have wagered—and the slightly unkempt cowboy look made his already minimally expressive features harder to read. “What do you mean ‘they’re done’?” I tilted my head to the side. I hadn’t been in either bedroom for days, having spent all of my time working around the farm and most of the morning “shopping” in the storage room in the barn. “Annie’s room still needs furniture, especially a bed, and—”
 
   Jason shook his head. “She doesn’t want a bed; you know that.”
 
   I frowned. “She’s just a kid. Don’t you think she needs—”
 
   “Yeah, she’s a kid, and about as unusual as they get.”
 
   It was my turn to shake my head. “But still…she needs a bed, Jason. Where’s she going to sleep—er, drift?” My voice rose in pitch. “With us?”
 
   Again, Jason chuckled. “No way in hell. At night, you belong to me and only me.”
 
   A splash of my earlier flush returned. “So…?”
 
   Jason smiled, just a little. “Becca’s been helping her set up her room.” Almost on cue, Annie’s pure, crystalline giggle came from her bedroom.
 
   Capturing my hand, Jason led me into the short hallway and toward Annie’s room. Another peal of laughter came from within before he opened the door, swinging it inward with a creak.
 
   Jason glanced at the door, then back at me, and mumbled, “I’ll have to fix that.”
 
   My gaze was pulled away from his and into the bedroom. In the dim late morning light coming in through the room’s two small windows, the space resembled a forest clearing as much as a bedroom—a cozy forest clearing, but a forest clearing nonetheless. All four walls were covered with painted trees, some a dark, ashy brown and others fading to smoky gray in the “distance,” but each wall was vastly different, as each represented one of the four seasons. There were silhouetted animals in the shrubbery painted near the floor and birds resting on branches here and there.
 
   “What—how?” Eyes wide, I stepped into the room and turned in a slow circle, taking in everything. A rough-hewn wooden chest and matching dresser—both looking almost as though they’d simply grown into their current shape—had been placed against one wall. In one corner, what I could only identify as a nest of pillows and blankets spilled out, filling nearly half of the room. I pointed to the furniture, then to the walls and the nest. “How’d this—I don’t understand.”
 
   Annie giggled, finally drawing my attention to where she sat with Becca and Jack, nestled in her bed-nest-thing and lazily scratching the dog’s side. She threw herself onto her back and pointed to the ceiling.
 
   I held my breath. I’d yet to look up. And when I did, I exhaled a long, slow, “Whoa…” The moon, larger than life and surrounded by a choir of stars, practically glowed overhead.
 
   “Did—did Zo do this?” I couldn’t imagine how she could have; she was easily as busy as me with farm work. Everyone was.
 
   Standing behind me, Jason wrapped his arms around my shoulders and pulled me flush against him. His body heat practically seared through my cool, damp clothing. I hadn’t realized how deeply the chill had settled in from being out in the barn all morning with only a hooded sweatshirt for warmth.
 
   Slowly, Becca stood and brushed off the front of her jeans. After a moment, she looked at me. “It was not only Zoe,” she said in that careful way of hers, her voice as raspy as ever. “I helped her paint the room. She wished to surprise you by doing something special to make your home as perfect as possible, but she didn’t have the time to do it all herself.”
 
   Eyebrows raised, I stared at Becca. “Zo…and you?”
 
   She clasped her hands together in front of herself and nodded demurely. “My brother tells me I was an artist of a sort, similar to Zoe, but different in that I preferred three-dimensional art. Though I do find the act of painting quite soothing.” I frowned as she glanced around at the walls. I hadn’t realized she’d been an artist, too. “Zoe is an excellent teacher, wouldn’t you say?”
 
   I blew out my breath, once again taking in the masterful work she and Zoe had done. “Yeah. You guys did an amazing job.” I looked at her. “It’s beautiful.” Glancing from her to Annie and back, I gave her a warm smile. “Thank you for doing this.”
 
   Becca nodded, eyes downcast, and walked to the dresser. Placing her hand on the surface, she returned my smile. “This and the chest were Tom’s work.”
 
   I blinked several times, then turned around in Jason’s arms. “Your dad made them? But when?”
 
   “He—” Jason took a deep breath, and tension filled him. “His intentions were good, and he swears he only altered perception around him a few times to keep it a surprise for us.”
 
   I felt some of Jason’s tension seep into me. After everything that had happened at the Colony, I really hated the idea of someone—anyone—messing with my mind. Again.
 
   “He showed me the pieces once he was finished making them.” Jason paused for a moment. “We got into a big fu—” Catching himself, he glanced at Annie, then returned his focus to me. “A big argument. He won’t admit it, but I think it’s hard for him to just live—not changing what those around him perceive to fit his needs. He’s been doing it for so long now that it’s become second nature.”
 
   “Still…I don’t like it, Jason.” I gave him a meaningful look. “I don’t want anyone messing with my mind.”
 
   A low grunt hummed in Jason’s throat. “I know.” He gave my shoulder a gentle squeeze. “He wasn’t fully aware of what the General did to you, but he knows now. He really just wanted to surprise us, that’s all, and he’s taking every precaution to make sure he doesn’t slip back into old habits. It won’t happen again.”
 
   Awash with relief, I smiled. “Well, that’s something.” Forcing the smile to remain, I approached the dresser and examined the odd combination of gnarled and elegant decorations carved into its surfaces. “Well, kiddo?” I peeked back at Annie, who was still staring up at the painted moon. “What do you think of your new bedroom?”
 
   Annie flung her arms out akimbo and sighed dramatically. “I love it so much. It’s the best bedroom ever!”
 
   I grinned at her. “Like, ever ever?”
 
   She nodded enthusiastically. “Ever ever.” Abruptly, she sat up and stared at me, her face serious and her blonde curls a wild tangle. “But I like yours, too.”
 
   “You do?” Curious, I turned around to look at Jason. His face was a mask of bland innocence. “You’ve been busy.” As I considered all that had been accomplished right under my nose—without me suspecting a thing—I realized just how much time and effort I’d been putting into working around the farm. Maybe a smidge too much…
 
   Jason stuck his hands into his jeans pockets and shrugged.
 
   I crossed the room to him and smacked him on the arm. “I don’t like it when you keep secrets from me,” I said with mock severity.
 
   The faintest smirk touched Jason’s lips. “But you like my surprises.”
 
   “Yeah, but—”
 
   “You can’t have it both ways, Red.”
 
   I tried to keep my face stern, but I couldn’t hold back my eager grin. “Grams used to say that surprises always leave behind a trail of secrets; good or bad, if you look hard enough, you’ll find ’em.” My grin faded along with the fond memory, but when I once again focused on Jason’s face, it returned at full force. “Well, are you going to show me, or what?”
 
   Jason laughed, low and soft, and turned toward the doorway. Annie was up and running before I’d taken my first step to follow. Somehow, the lithe little sprite managed to make it through the doorway before Jason. I watched him follow her out.
 
   “You love him very much,” Becca said from right behind me.
 
   I yelped and spun around, my hand pressed against my chest in a vain attempt to slow my suddenly racing heart. “Jesus, Becca. You startled me.”
 
   “I’m sorry,” she said, her voice barely more than a whisper. Her eyes, however, shone with a feverish intensity. They’d changed since Carlos had started administering electrotherapy on her, as had the eyes of the other Re-gens; they were no longer that dull gray I’d come to expect of their kind, but hers a violet-gray that was somehow both eerie and entrancing. The returning vibrancy to the Re-gens’ eyes seemed to mirror their reemerging personalities and emotions, as though their eyes really were windows to their souls.
 
   Quietly, Becca asked, “What is it like to be in love?”
 
   Taking a step backward, I frowned. “Um…it’s great. Why?”
 
   “You and Jason love each other very much.” She took a step toward me, her focus intent on my face. “But doesn’t it scare you?”
 
   I shook my head, taking another step backward. Sometimes Re-gens could be funny with how they treated personal boundaries—or ignored them. “I don’t understand.”
 
   Becca took a deep breath, and I had the impression she was struggling with how to voice her thoughts. “It makes you happy, that is obvious, but…if one of you was suddenly gone, the other would be devastated. Love like that seems like a terrible gamble, and I just wanted to know if it’s worth it.”
 
   Unease took root in my stomach. Was Becca curious because she was interested in someone romantically, or was this something else…something more? “Is it worth what, exactly?”
 
   She licked her lips. Her eyes were haunted, but intent on me. “The pain it causes. The potential for unimaginable loss. The possibility that one day it might be gone. There’s something…” She shook her head. “I just need to know if the good balances the bad. I need to know if love is worth the fear and the pain.” She swallowed roughly. “Even with my visions, tomorrow is never certain. I just need to know if it’s worth it.”
 
   Unease was quickly morphing into dread…anxiety. This strange, totally out-of-the-blue behavior was exactly why I never felt completely comfortable around Becca. She was different from the other Re-gens in that she could see the future, or snippets of it, and she was different from the only other person I knew who had a similar Ability—Harper—because she didn’t possess a lifetime’s worth of practice interacting with people and delivering life-changing, potentially devastating news. It made her really hard to relate to and all but impossible to understand, at least for me.
 
   But part of me could understand her question. We were living in pretty damn uncertain times, even for one with the Ability to see some of what was to come. Whatever she’d seen in her murky view of the future, whatever she’d felt, it seemed to me that she needed reassurance that there was something worth living for, something worth fighting for, something worth hanging onto, no matter what.
 
   “Yeah,” I said roughly. “I think it’s worth it.” Shaking my head, I amended my answer. “It is worth it. I mean, just look at Jason and Zo’s mom—she’s torn the world apart because she loved them too much to let them go. If that’s not evidence proving that love is more valuable than almost anything else, I don’t know what is.”
 
   Slowly, Becca’s entire demeanor changed and she was, once again, the slightly withdrawn, awkward Re-gen just trying to find her place in the world. “Thank you for that…for being so honest.” Her gaze sank to the floor. “Sometimes it’s hard to relate. Sometimes we feel so strongly, like you, but other times it seems more like a memory of a feeling. I just needed to know.”
 
   I cleared my throat. “Sure.” I wanted to know if she was telling the whole truth. I wanted to know if her questions about love were rooted in a deeper motivation, if they stemmed from some secret vision she’d seen. I wanted to know—and I never wanted to find out. Flashing Becca a pathetic excuse for a smile, I added, “Any time.”
 
   Annie was suddenly in the room, skipping circles around us. “Dani! Dani! Dani! Dani! Dani! Dan—”
 
   “Alright, little one,” Becca said, expertly capturing Annie’s tiny arm and stopping her whirlwind progress around us. I was always amazed with her ability to handle my adopted wild child with such ease. “Let’s give Dani and Jason some time to explore their new bedroom.” Meeting my eyes briefly, she winked.
 
   I gaped at her as she led Annie out of the room. Becca winked at me? Becca could wink? Moments later, I heard the sound of the front door opening and shutting.
 
   “Red,” Jason called from the room opposite Annie’s.
 
   Bewildered, I made my way down the short hallway, past the compact bathroom, and through the doorway into our bedroom. I felt like a zombie, as if Becca and her odder-than-usual behavior and our unsettling conversation had drained the life out of me. Until I actually saw the bedroom—Jason’s and my bedroom. My mouth fell open.
 
   The bed appeared to be made of repurposed wood, and it was absolutely stunning. But I’d known about it, as well as the matching armoire, dresser, and simple bedside tables. What I hadn’t known about was the quilt Jason must have snuck onto the farm after a visit to Grams’s house just outside New Bodega’s walls. It was the quilt from Grams’s guest room, made up of interlocking circles of blues and purples, and though it really was a beautiful quilt, it was the fact that Grams had made it that tugged at my heartstrings.
 
   “Oh, Jason…” I stepped into the bedroom and ran my fingertips over the quilt. Having it in the room made the space smell like Grams’s house in the subtlest ways, hinting at candle wax and at herbs used daily to make teas and tinctures.
 
   Tears welled in my eyes, and without thinking, I turned and flung myself into Jason’s arms. My mouth sought his, my hands tugging at his clothes to bring him closer to me. And for a little while, I forgot about the knot of anxiety spooling inside me. For a little while, I let Jason remind me why love—our love—was worth it.
 
    
 
   ~~~~~
 
    
 
   I hummed to myself as Jack and I strolled out to the stable to gather the horses’ evening snack. They received plenty of sustenance from grazing out in our abundant pastures, but I still enjoyed the special spike of pleasure they felt when they took a nibble of an apple or a carrot from my hand.
 
   “I already told you, talk to Mase or Becca,” I heard Carlos say, his voice raised. “If you’ve got a problem with their system, take it up with them.” His voice was filled with frustration, or maybe with exasperation, and when I rounded the corner of the stable and caught my first glimpse of him through the open door, I wasn’t surprised by his tense, almost aggressive stance. He was facing two male Re-gens, one shorter and plumper than him, the other taller and thinner.
 
   I recognized them both as residents of the farm just north of ours. With the Re-gens and the Tahoe folks now residing in our little valley, we’d managed to get two more farms up and running and were putting the physical structures of another two through renovations while we began to cultivate the adjacent land. Our short string of self-sufficient homesteads had come to be known as Hope Valley among our people as well as among the residents of New Bodega, and with each passing week, it seemed more and more likely that our hopes for a better, safer, and more stable future would become a reality.
 
   I didn’t know the two Re-gens’ names, but they’d both seemed kindly enough the previous times I’d crossed paths with them. Now, not so much; now, they were demonstrating just how much the regular electrotherapy sessions had expanded their emotional ranges. The tall one was pointing his finger at Carlos’s chest, nearly poking him, and the short one had his fists clenched and held at his sides and was practically vibrating with pent-up aggression.
 
   “Everything okay, guys?” I asked as I approached.
 
   Jack, who’d been walking at my side, trotted forward a few paces, hackles raised and lips retracted. He considered Carlos a part of his pack, and he was more than ready to fight for the teen if and when necessary.
 
   Carlos swatted the taller Re-gen’s hand away. “Yeah. They were just leaving.” He turned his back to the Re-gens and retreated further into the stable, no doubt heading for his sister’s stall at the end.
 
   The Re-gens stared after him but didn’t follow.
 
   “You should go,” I said as I passed them. When they still showed no signs of leaving, I asked Jack to gently—and none-too-gently, if the kinder approach failed—escort them away.
 
   A slight smile touched my lips as I listened to his warning growls and the snap of his teeth clacking together as he nipped at his temporary charges. When I heard the approaching click-clack-click of dog claws on cement, I peeked over my shoulder. The Re-gens were gone, and Jack was returning to me.
 
   “Thanks, Sweet Boy.”
 
   He wagged his tail happily and let out a single yip.
 
   Ahead, Carlos stood before the sliding door to his sister’s stall, his forehead resting against the barred-off window, his hands gripping two of the bars tightly. I stopped a few feet away and crossed my arms over my chest. Jack, however, continued forward, sitting as close to Carlos as was physically possible without actually sitting on his feet. Inside the stall, Vanessa, Carlos’s eighteen-year-old sister and our resident Crazy, was experiencing a blessed—and rare—moment of quiet.
 
   “So…what was that all about?” I asked.
 
   Carlos exhaled heavily. “They were here because Jimmy, Dan, and Lawrence—” Seeing my blank stare, he clarified, “They’re Re-gen sparklers, but they’re not as good as me at electrotherapy.” I knew sparklers was his slang for people who could handle electricity like he could.
 
   I coughed a laugh. “So humble…”
 
   Carlos shrugged with minimal effort. “It’s true. They’re not as good at controlling the currents. And they’re weaker…and that makes the electrotherapy they give weaker. Maybe in time, after they’ve strengthened their own Abilities by electrotherapizing the shit out of each other, they’ll be way better than me, but now…?” Again, he shrugged.
 
   “So what? You’re like name-brand electrotherapy and the others are knockoffs?” I glanced back up the empty stable aisle. “And not everybody’s getting Carlos-brand electrotherapy, are they?” I stuck out my bottom lip, just a little.
 
   Carlos turned his head to look at me, his temple resting against one of the metal bars. “Yeah, and Mase and Becca and Camille have been really cutting down on who I work on—just them and the other sparklers, mostly. Everyone else gets one session with me per month.”
 
   I was undeniably grateful to Mase, Camille, and Becca for their innate ability to more or less rule over the other Re-gens, as well as for their foresight where Carlos was concerned. Six months ago, when the Re-gens first arrived en masse, seeking our help to stave off their slow death by degeneration, Carlos had tried to help everyone, which had led to overexertion in less than a day and a period of burnout that had lasted for three full days. And when his Ability came back online, had Mase, Camille, and Becca not stepped up and reined in the Re-gen horde, they’d have begged and whined and pleaded and bullied Carlos into doing it all over again.
 
   “It’s raining…it’s pourrrrring,” Vanessa sang from within her stall. “The old man is snorrrrrring.”
 
   I eyed the shadows through the bars, uncomfortably grateful that I couldn’t see Carlos’s sister in the dimness. The intermittent rain and cloud cover was making all hours of daylight feel like dusk.
 
   “He went to bed,” Vanessa continued, “and bumped his head and couldn’t get up in the morrrrrning.”
 
   I shivered, and without a word, Carlos slipped his leather coat off and tucked it around my shoulders. “You know, soon it’ll be too cold for her to stay out here all the time,” Carlos said, and I didn’t need Zoe’s Ability to know that having his sister locked up because she was a danger to herself and others was killing him inside.
 
   We’d loaded Vanessa’s space with all sorts of blankets, but without the electric heat the stable had been designed with, I knew he was right. We all did. What we didn’t know was what the hell to do with her. Could we get by with letting her stay in the house, simply keeping a guard on her day and night? It was a thought…
 
   “It’s raining…it’s pourrrrring.” Vanessa’s voice was growing shriller with each word.
 
   “We’ll figure something out,” I told Carlos, giving him a side hug.
 
   “The brother thief is snorrrrring…”
 
   I exchanged a look with Carlos. Brother thief was Vanessa’s name for me, we both knew it. We also both knew that whatever was going to come next in her revised version of the old song wouldn’t be overly pleasant.
 
   “You should go,” Carlos said quickly.
 
   “You’ll go to bed,” Vanessa sang. “Rosie’ll bash in your head, and you won’t ever get up again!”
 
   I shivered, and this time it had nothing to do with the damp cold. Deep down, I hoped we never let her out of that stall again. 
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   ANNA
 
   NOVEMBER 25, 1AE
 
   The Colony, Colorado
 
    
 
   Anna tapped the nail of her index finger on her desk in a quick staccato while John rifled through the papers in the folder on his lap. He was an undeniably brilliant man, but Anna found that such people were usually lacking in some other fairly essential area. In John’s case, it was organizational skills. And social skills. And common sense.
 
   “I know it’s here.” Carefully, he began to skim each sheet of paper before setting it on the floor beside his chair. “I was just looking at it in my office.” He glanced up at Anna, his eyes sliding down from her face to her tapping finger, and froze. “Do—do you want me to come back later…when I’ve found the results?”
 
   Straightening in her chair, Anna clasped her hands together and set them on her lap. “No, John. What I want is for you to get your head out of your ass.”
 
   She watched the high-strung man blanch and regretted her words instantly. She needed him, and he wasn’t the kind of scientist who thrived under extreme pressure. No, Dr. John Maxwell required careful handling and ideal working conditions. He was almost more trouble than he was worth. Almost.
 
   Anna sighed heavily and allowed herself a long, slow blink. “I’m sorry. That was uncalled for. I know you’re doing everything you can for Peter and the others. I just…” Another sigh slipped out of her, sounding far too resigned. “Can you summarize your findings and share the actual details later?”
 
   “Yes!” John bobbed his head enthusiastically. “Yes, of course!” He scooted forward on his chair, the folder held tightly in his hands. “I’ve examined the bodies of all of the Re-gens General Herodson executed and, well, as it turns out, he might have inadvertently given us the key to stopping degeneration once and for all, reversing the effects even.” The thick file folder trembled in his grasp.
 
   Anna licked her lips and leaned forward, her chest rising and falling at an increased rate to match her suddenly racing heartbeat. “Go on…” She placed her hands palm down on the surface of her desk.
 
   John scooted forward in the chair a little more. Any further and he might find himself sitting on the floor with a bruised tailbone. “By having one of the electricity handlers carry out the executions, General Herodson was essentially conducting an informal study on what the direct application of that kind of electricity—human-derived electricity—does to a Re-gen’s body. And when I examined the bodies of the Re-gens executed yesterday, most signs of degeneration in the neural tissue were gone. Poof.” He clapped his hands together and made a fluttering motion as he pulled them apart. “Degeneration, be gone.”
 
   Anna couldn’t help her look of astonishment. “This was true for all of them?”
 
   “All thirty-eight,” John said with a nod.
 
   “And you’re absolutely certain of the cause of their miraculous recoveries?”
 
   “Ill-fated,” John mumbled, “but I guess you could call their ‘recoveries’ miraculous.”
 
   Anna narrowed her eyes, refusing to let her hopes rise too high. “I see, well…” She was once again tapping her fingernail on the desk, this time in anticipation. “Start trials immediately. Pick the two strongest and most skilled electricity handlers, and use the seven Re-gens Gregory pardoned yesterday as your initial subjects, then work your way through the loyalists.” She paused her tap-tap-tapping, then resumed it noticeably faster. “The order doesn’t matter, so long as Peter is last.” Another pause. “And bring me the results before you try the new treatment on him.”
 
   John started gathering the loose papers and documents off the floor, practically bubbling with anticipation. “I’ll need an executive order from General Herodson to appropriate some of the electricity handlers for the day. There are so few now…”
 
   Anna nodded once, rolled her chair back, and stood. “Done. I’m on my way to a meeting with him right now. You’ll have what you need by midmorning.” She rounded the desk and retrieved her knee-length down parka from a hook on the wall beside the door. As she donned her winter armor, she turned around to give John a few final instructions. “If anyone gives you grief for borrowing their assigned Re-gens for the day, tell them they’ll be receiving a visit from both Gregory and me. And make it very clear that the visit won’t be a pleasant one.”
 
   Gloves in hand, Anna opened the door and ushered John out into the hallway. Once she was finally outside in the below-freezing air, she allowed herself a brief moment of relief. Peter’s recovery was hardly a sure thing at this point, but his prospects had never looked this good.
 
   She tamped down on her hopeful excitement, pulled her gloves onto her hands, and started off toward the headquarters building at a brisk pace, not wanting to spend a second more than necessary out in the cold. She’d always hated winter.
 
    
 
   ~~~~~
 
    
 
   “You’re certain that it’s him?” Gregory was up and pacing, and when Gregory was pacing, everyone was on edge.
 
   Sean, Gregory’s official spymaster and one of the Colony’s two remaining dreamwalkers after Gabriel’s flight, nodded. Despite Gabriel being the stronger dreamwalker and flat-out more capable man, Sean had been Gregory’s spymaster for nearly a decade, long before Gabriel was even aware of Abilities.
 
   For about the millionth time, Anna missed the young scientist. He was a pain and a flirt, but he was also one of the kindest, most caring people she’d had the pleasure to work with in the Colony. Sean, on the other hand, was a shrewd man of few scruples—a perfect fit for his devious position.
 
   “One of my agents spotted him in the market at New Bodega,” Sean explained. “Apparently he’s been posing as a trader of rare and luxury goods, including pharmaceuticals.”
 
   “How fitting,” Gregory said dryly. “So, the elusive Dr. Cole Michaels isn’t dead after all.” He moved to stand behind his chair and gripped the top rail so tightly that the color drained from his nail beds. “This is unwelcome news, my friends, unwelcome news indeed. What of his twisted companion? Was news of Mandy’s demise at Lake Tahoe as inaccurate as the reports of Cole’s supposed death?”
 
   It had been an unexpectedly happy day for Anna, as well as for Gregory, when the reports of the dynamic duo’s supposedly gory ending had come in, first from Danielle during her short stay, then from others as they looked into the issue. Ever since Cole and Mandy had broken free from Gregory’s leash over a decade ago, they’d been thorns in both Anna’s and Gregory’s sides—dangerous, unpredictable, power-hungry, slippery thorns. And no matter how hard Gregory’s people had tried, the combination of Mandy’s Ability to inspire unbreakable adoration and Cole’s mind control had made it all but impossible to eliminate them.
 
   For years, Anna had felt like she was holding her breath, waiting for Cole and Mandy to discover that Gregory’s main leverage over Anna was her family. And she’d had no doubt that the duo would take swift, permanent action to shred Anna’s collar and release Gregory’s most powerful ally…by killing her children. Anna was, after all, Gregory’s main power source, boosting the strength of his Ability a hundredfold, maybe more. Without her strengthening him, Cole and Mandy would have been free to swoop in, dethrone Gregory, and take over the Colony.
 
   And though Gregory was far from an ideal leader, at least he had an inkling of good intentions, an honest desire to make the future better—of course, his version of “better” didn’t quite match up with most other people’s. Cole, on the other hand, the mastermind who’d twisted what had once been a sweet, innocent young woman into an undeniable monster to function as his main ally, was pure, power-hungry evil. He’d pulled Mandy’s strings. He’d turned her into the sadistic cult leader she’d become. The people in the Colony deserved better than Gregory, Anna had no doubt of that, but Cole was far, far worse.
 
   And according to Sean, who was almost always right, Cole was in New Bodega, just a handful of miles from Anna’s children.
 
   Anna was suddenly so parched she doubted she would be able to speak. She blinked in surprise when someone set a full glass of water on the conference table in front of her, and she couldn’t hold in her grateful smile when she glanced up to find Gregory standing behind her. “Thanks,” she said, clearing her throat and raising the glass to her lips. She took several hasty sips, then set the glass back down, gripping the glass more tightly. She feared that if she let it go, her hands would be shaking visibly.
 
   “Give us a moment,” Gregory said to the others. “I need to speak to my wife.” It wasn’t an order he gave often, but when he did, nobody ever argued. The room was cleared in a matter of seconds. “Darling…” Gregory pulled out the chair beside hers and sat. “I know how much this news must be troubling you.” He gently removed the glass from her hands and gathered them in his cool, firm grip. “Having him so close to your other children…”
 
   Anna’s entire body stiffened. She hadn’t known that Gregory knew where Jason and Zoe were, not until now. His last Monitor on Zoe had imploded, and from the few communications she’d received from Gabriel after they first settled on their farm—before Gabriel had gone radio silent, which she could only assume was Jason’s doing—she’d believed they were safe.
 
   “I may have lost my Monitors, but I’ve got Sean keeping an eye on them. They make frequent trips to New Bodega.” Gregory’s grip on her hands tightened painfully, a physical reminder of the punishment she’d received for contacting her other children and triggering the Monitors in the first place. “We’ll make sure that no harm comes to them, not from Cole.”
 
   Anna was very conscious of Gregory’s wording. No harm would come to Jason or Zoe from Cole; it was very clear that if harm did come to them, it would be coming from Gregory himself.
 
   “I—” Anna had to clear her throat. “Thank you, Gregory.” Her voice was laden with emotion, mainly fear—fear of Cole, and fear of Gregory. “It—it means so much to me that you’re looking out for them,” she lied. “Truly.”
 
   Gregory smiled his double-edged smile. “Always.” 
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   ZOE
 
   NOVEMBER 27, 1AE
 
   The Farm, California
 
    
 
   With each side kick, right hook, and jab I landed on Sanchez during our sparring practice, confidence began to overshadow concentration. And for each of Sanchez’s strikes that I deflected, my thoughts flitted further and further away to possibilities I wasn’t sure I should explore—possibilities that seemed to swarm around one single question: had my disturbing dream been only a dream?
 
   After a few days, the dream about my dad and Dr. Wesley—who I sometimes considered my mom, depending on how I was feeling about her—and the General still haunted me. Not just in darkness, when I closed my eyes, but when I watched Jason going about his chores and tasks around the farm, and I wondered if his mind housed veiled shadows of our past. And when I saw my dad, I felt a slight sting of betrayal, though I wasn’t sure it was warranted.
 
   It could all have been a dream. Despite the numerous times I’d repeated that to myself, I had a niggling feeling that it wasn’t true, it hadn’t been just a dream. True, it was just one of many bizarre dreams my mind had conjured over the years, but unlike the others, this dream had actually felt real. It hadn’t been a nightmare I’d awakened from, shuddering at the memory of the featureless woman whose hands were too bony and whose voice alone could summon pure terror in my sleep. No, this dream had left behind a sinking heap of dread, a sadness and confusion that felt all too real.
 
   Sanchez’s foot collided with my stomach, knocking the wind out of me as I flew backward. Although I used my hands to temper the fall, I rolled and cracked the back of my head against the semisoft ground.
 
   “Shit,” I breathed and squeezed my eyes shut. “That’s going to ruin my day.” I tried to catch my breath, blinking a few times in hopes that the ringing and flashing circles behind my eyes would cease. I tried to focus on the farmhouse standing almost teasingly on the other side of the lawn, wavering in and out of focus.
 
   Sanchez crouched above me, her dark eyes and tanned skin cast in shadows against the midmorning sun, radiant above her. “You okay?” she asked, her voice equally skeptical and concerned.
 
   I nodded, feeling the cool damp earth beneath me as I tried to lift myself up, and I instantly regretted it. “Just hit my head harder than I would’ve liked.”
 
   Sanchez proffered her hand as I struggled to sit up.
 
   My head throbbed, making it difficult for me to focus as I reached for her hand. With one determined tug, she pulled me up onto unsteady feet, holding onto me while I reacquainted myself with the world standing upright. “Let’s get you to Harper. You might have a concussion.”
 
   I rubbed the base of my skull, and with a derisive noise, I moved to brush myself off, slowly to prevent the spinning world from whirling even faster. As the light dancing around Sanchez—a warm brown sugar that made me think of oatmeal—began to fade, I was certain a concussion was exactly what I had.
 
   “Where the hell is your head today, Zoe? It’s like you’re on autopilot or something.”
 
   I tucked a few dark strands of hair behind my ears and let out a recuperative breath. I wasn’t in a chatting mood, so I shrugged. “Somewhere else, I guess.”
 
   “Yeah? No shit.” Sanchez uncapped a thermos of water and handed it to me. “Drink.”
 
   Accepting it, I gave her a sheepish grin. “Thanks.” The water was cool and refreshing in my parched mouth, so I took a few sips more before I handed the thermos back to her.
 
   “Let’s get you looked at,” she said, and slowly but surely we made our way into the farmhouse from the overgrown grassy patch beside it. “Harper’s probably out in the herb garden with Dani and Grayson,” I realized, but Sanchez was already shaking her head.
 
   “Maybe, but he’ll be here soon,” she said. “I told him you probably have a concussion.”
 
   Telepathy, one-sided or not, had proven very handy living on such a sprawling piece of property. I felt bad having Harper rush to the house, especially knowing that I did, in fact, have a concussion and that there was little he could do for me at this point. But if the way Sanchez was eyeing me was any indication of the sort of mood she was in, I wasn’t going to argue with her.
 
   “You’re making that angry face again,” I told her, groaning as we stepped up onto the porch.
 
   “That’s because you’re being weird,” she said flatly. I could always rely on Sanchez to get right to the point. The screen door slammed shut behind us, making my head pound, and I was unable to suppress a cringe as we headed for the stairs. “The last couple of days, you’ve seemed confused or something.”
 
   I grunted. “You could say that.” Confused was an adequate word. Had the damn dream been simply that—a dream—or was it a memory? Had the General actually been at my house, in my backyard? Had he really held me in his arms and threatened my life? These were all questions fighting for space in my mind, but the most trumping of all were: where, if it was a memory, had it been hiding all this time, and why was it resurfacing now?
 
   Although she was clearly curious, Sanchez didn’t hound me for more information. She helped me up the stairs, into the master bedroom–turned–infirmary. “The ibuprofen is in the cabinet to your left,” I said and climbed up onto the exam bed. I’d spent way too much time working in this room over the past several months. I knew where everything was.
 
   At first I’d helped Harper reorganize and reappropriate things: two tall dressers had been moved together and served as our supply drawers, Jason had made cupboards to fit on top of them to house our most frequented items, and we’d exchanged the queen-sized bed for one of the twins in another room; once it was lifted on cinderblocks, it served as a perfect exam bed for moments like this. But there were other things I knew about too, like where Harper stored our most crucial medications I inventoried on a monthly basis and where he stashed the lollipops to give to Annie when she was a good little patient.
 
   Harper strode into the room as Sanchez opened the cabinet, a wink preceding his serious doctor face when he took in my rumpled appearance. “Get the shit kicked out of you today, Baby Girl?”
 
   “You could say that,” I grumbled, accepting the three pills Sanchez placed in the palm of my hand. She uncapped the thermos again, offering me water to wash them down. “Thanks,” I murmured and swallowed the pills without a second thought. I was all for the incessant knocking in my head quieting as soon as possible.
 
   “Well,” Sanchez said, handing me the cap to the thermos. “I think I’ve done all the damage I can do for one day.” She smirked at me. “I’m sure there’s something more productive for me to be doing.” She shook her head when she noticed her muddy boot print on the front of my shirt. “Sorry about that, Zoe. Let me know when you’re feeling better—I want a rematch. Distraction is a technicality, not a fair win.” With a nod, Sanchez headed out the door. “I’ll be in that tiny excuse for an armory with Tavis if you need me.” The sound of her quick, heavy footsteps down the stairs was all that was left in her wake.
 
   “Rumor had it you were turning into a force to be reckoned with on the sparring field. What happened out there today?” Harper teased, shaking his head before leaning forward to shine his god-awful penlight into my retinas.
 
   “I really hate that thing,” I muttered, causing Harper’s smile to widen.
 
   “You know the drill, Baby Girl,” he said, and I trained my gaze on the light that blinded me, like I’d done almost daily during the weeks when my memory had been all but wiped.
 
   “Since we know I have a concussion already,” I started, “can’t we skip the bright-ass light and call it good?”
 
   Harper chuckled. “Sure. Let me clean up those cuts on your hands, and I’ll get some ice for your head.”
 
   I glanced down at the abrasions on my palms. I hadn’t noticed them at first, but the longer I sat there, the more the raw flesh began to sting. “Wow, I’m more pathetic than I thought.”
 
   Again, Harper laughed. “You think this is pathetic? Have you already forgotten what your fighting looked like nine months ago?”
 
   I glared at him. “That’s rude.”
 
   Harper only winked at me. “You’re supposed to get the snot kicked out of you every once in a while, Baby Girl. That’s how you learn.” He walked over to the gauze drawer I’d refilled the day before and pulled out two large, square bandages for my palms. “I’m going to clean and dress your palms for today, but tonight, when you go to bed, take the bandages off so they can breathe.”
 
   “Doctor’s orders?” I asked, taking in the white coat he rarely wore anymore.
 
   “Damn straight.” In true Harper fashion, his eyebrows danced and another generous smile brightened his face. “I figured if I wore my cowboy hat you wouldn’t take me seriously.”
 
   I laughed. “No, I don’t think I could.”
 
   He lifted the thermos Sanchez had left for me. “Drink more water and take more anti-inflammatories throughout the day,” he recommended. He set the thermos down beside me, then he headed back over to the counter. “If Sanchez’s side kick is as spot-on as I remember, you’re going to be sore tomorrow…and probably the day after that.” Using an antiseptic pad, he cleaned the scrapes on my palm. “I want you to take it easy for a while, but no sleeping, Baby Girl. You do have a little bit of a concussion.”
 
   “I know,” I droned and let out a deep breath. It wasn’t the first time Sanchez—or anyone, for that matter—had kicked my ass during training.
 
   Harper offered me a sympathetic grin as he opened one of the bandage packages. “I remember a time when you couldn’t even lift your own body weight, and all you knew how to do was knee a guy in the groin. And even that was a pathetic attempt.”
 
   I flashed him an over-the-top grin. “Aww, you know how to make a girl feel so much better, H. You’re too sweet.”
 
   Harper’s head fell back with a burst of laughter. “I know. What can I say?” And with a steadying breath, he adhered a bandage onto one palm and then the other.
 
   We sat in amicable silence until the heavy clomping of boots up the staircase alerted us that someone was coming. It was Jason; I could tell by the nonexistent mind pattern.
 
   “Heard you got your ass kicked,” he said from behind me. The bed creaked as I partially turned to face the doorway. A hint of a smile reflected in his jewel-blue eyes, though his expression was his usual stark somberness that rarely gave anything away.
 
   I shook my head. “I’m so happy everyone knows already. It’s only been, what…” I peered down at my naked wrist. “Ten minutes?”
 
   “Sanchez is only trying to rile you up for her rematch, Baby Girl,” Harper said as he sauntered into the master bath. I could hear the water splashing around as he washed his hands in the large washing bowl.
 
   “Oh,” I said blandly, “I know, and it’s working.”
 
   Jason stepped into the room, a grin tugging at the corner of his mouth.
 
   “I’ll get you some ice,” Harper said as he exited the bathroom. “Be right back.” Then he disappeared down the stairs.
 
   Jason stepped up in front of me, scrutinizing the mess that was me. He pulled a twig out of my disheveled hair and deposited it in the trash bin behind him. “So, what happened?”
 
   Although Jason had been more of a brother to me in the past six months than he’d been all of my life combined, I knew he wasn’t checking on me because I lost a sparring match. I rubbed the back of my head and stared down at the hardwood floor. “Why, what did Sanchez tell you?”
 
   He sat on the edge of the bed beside me, his arms crossed over his chest. “That you’ve been distracted the last few days. And according to Jake”—I looked up at him—“you’ve been having nightmares again. What’s going on with you?” Jason’s gaze didn’t waver like it sometimes did. This time, his scrutinizing eyes were fixed on me, determined and waiting.
 
   I’d considered telling Jason and my dad about my dream many times over the past few days, but every time I told myself it couldn’t hurt for them to know, I remembered all the reasons why it would. “I’ve been dreaming about Mom and Dad. And the General…at our house, when I was little.”
 
   Jason’s jaw clenched, but his eyes gave nothing away. He remained quiet.
 
   “And I’m starting to think it’s not a dream, but a memory.”
 
   This time his façade weakened, and his eyes narrowed minutely. “Why do you say that?”
 
   I shrugged and stared down at the bandage on my left palm, picking at the corner of the adhesive with my index finger. “Because it feels real, like I was actually there—a scared little girl being threatened by the General so Mom would go back to the Colony with him.” In Jason’s silence, I peered up at him. The brilliance of his eyes darkened and his body tensed. But I continued, “She was pregnant in the dream, with Peter, I’m assuming.” I tried to pinpoint why it felt so real. “The General said he’d put Monitors on us to make sure she didn’t try to leave him again.” Jason simply blinked, and I internally squirmed in his silence. “I wasn’t sure I should tell you, in case it was nothing more than a dream.”
 
   “But you think it’s something more.”
 
   I stared up at the ceiling and groaned, “I don’t know.”
 
   With a heavy sigh, Jason rubbed the side of his face. “I’m not sure that makes sense, Zoe. If you were little…” He shook his head, and I could tell he was running through the timeline of events, just like I had done over and over again. “You saw Sarah’s memories. She was a teenager—maybe a little older—when he brainwashed her. If he’d turned her when you were a kid, she would’ve been as old as you in her memories, just a kid.” Jason looked at me. “If that’s what he was talking about, that wouldn’t make any sense.”
 
   I let my shoulders drop. “Unless she wasn’t my first Monitor… But I don’t know. That’s why I haven’t asked Dad about it. I don’t want to bring up all of this, making things harder on him—on us—if it’s just my brain making shit up. Because you know my brain, always, well…” I thought about all of my dreams, all similar in a lot of ways, but still filled with made-up shit.
 
   We were both quiet. I didn’t pry into Jason’s mind; I was too lost in thoughts of our parents and how fucked up the whole situation was.
 
   Jason finally looked at me. “What else?”
 
   I shrugged. “What do you mean?”
 
   “There’s obviously more that’s bugging you, Zoe. What are you thinking?”
 
   Since Jason asked, I decided regurgitating all I’d pondered over the past few days was better than holding it all in. “Well, if Sarah was my first Monitor, the General could’ve had a reason to wait to put Monitors on us until we got older, or waited for the next phase of the Virus when he thought Mom might risk coming back for us again.” The ideas kept flowing, and my hand gestures could barely keep up. “Or maybe he was too busy having a son of his own to worry much about us after he got her back. I’m sure he knows she’d never leave Peter, she made that very clear.” Brushing a clump of mud from Sanchez’s footprint off my shirt, I tried to think like the General, but it was futile. “Who the hell knows why he did any of it.”
 
   Then I remembered the strangest part of the dream. “There’s also the part where the dream starts to go backward and disintegrates until I can’t remember why I was so upset.”
 
   Jason’s brow furrowed, and he crossed his arms over his chest again. He didn’t need to bark at me to continue; I did so willingly.
 
   “I went from jumping forward through the dream—or memory, or whatever we’re calling it—chronologically, to moving backward, and then Dad said he’d make it go away.”
 
   I watched as a play of emotions shadowed Jason’s eyes and hardened his features before his gaze shifted from the floor back to me. “You think he altered your memories?”
 
   I leaned forward, my elbows braced on my knees as I rubbed my temples, exasperated and confused. “He could have.”
 
   Jason nudged me, stirring my attention back to him. “You’ve had some pretty fucked-up dreams, Zoe. And now that we know about the Monitors, it makes sense you’d dream about them.”
 
   “Yeah, nightmares of a faceless woman trying to communicate with me. Said faceless woman who was actually Mom. It’s like I really saw who she was this time, like it’s starting to make sense. In my dream this time, she went from her to faceless to”—I shrugged and shook my head—“to nothing.”
 
   Jason studied me. “How old do you think you were in the dream?”
 
   I scrunched my face as I tried to guess. “Maybe six-ish? You weren’t there, so it’s hard to tell. I couldn’t see myself, I just felt small and young.” I shut my eyes, thinking, wondering if there would ever be a time in my life when I didn’t feel like I was losing my mind.
 
   When I opened my eyes again, Jason’s were boring into me with more intensity than I wanted to explore. I waited with bated breath for him to speak.
 
   He blinked once, considering something, then said, “That’s about the time you started having your dreams.”
 
   My heartbeat fumbled and slowed, the questions I’d been wracking my brain to answer solidifying into truths. “Really?”
 
   Reluctantly, Jason nodded, his gaze blank and his thoughts clearly elsewhere. “I remember the first night perfectly,” he said, his voice distant. He paused a moment, and he frowned. “You were so scared…” Jason didn’t continue, even though a part of me wanted him to. When he looked at me, his expression was once again stoic and solidified in place. “Dad’s in town with Jake for most of the day; they’re getting some tools repaired. You should talk to him when he gets back.” When Jason stood, the bed creaked without his added weight. He hesitated to leave, and his lips flattened into a hard line. He looked at me. “If that son of bitch was at our house,” he said through gritted teeth. But instead of finishing his sentence, he ran his hands over his face and shook his head. “It’s not like it matters much now.”
 
   Jason was right. It wouldn’t really fix or change anything if it was a memory versus a dream. But then again, it would make me feel better, less crazy and, strangely, a tiny bit more at peace if it were a repressed memory causing the nightmares that had plagued my dreams since childhood, rather than just my twisted mind.
 
   Jason looked at me, and I thought I saw a soft sort of sympathy in his eyes. “It makes me wonder what else we can’t remember.”
 
   I let out a despondent, somewhat hysterical laugh. “I know, right?”
 
   Harper walked back into the room, and Jason seemed to take that as his cue to leave. “Let me know if you need anything,” he said, and then my brother left, his shoulders slumped a little bit more than before, and I hated that it was because of me.
 
    
 
   ~~~~~
 
    
 
   Later that afternoon, while Annie and I were outside, chatting with the goats—my attempt to keep Annie out of trouble since I was on “light duty” and both Dani and Becca were gone for the afternoon, visiting the Re-gen farms—I waited impatiently for my dad and Jake to come home from New Bodega. Now that Jason knew about the dream, it seemed imperative that I get answers from my dad, that we learn the truth about what happened so many years ago and find out if there were other truths we should know about.
 
   “Hey, Zoe.” I turned around to find Gabe striding toward the fence I was leaning against. “I heard you got your ass—I meant butt,” he self-corrected.
 
   Annie paused her conversation with Cinnamon, the russet-colored goat, to listen in on our human conversation.
 
   Gabe cleared his throat. “I heard Sanchez knocked the wind out of you. You okay?”
 
   “I’m fine, thanks,” I said. “Just taking it easy, doctor’s orders.”
 
   Gabe smiled. “Good.” He braced his elbows against the fence and peered around at the pens and pastures beyond. “Everything’s so green here. I’m used to snow right about now.”
 
   “Yeah, no snow here.” I peered up at the gray haze above us. “It’s just gloomy a lot during the winter,” I said. “With intermittent sunshine,” I finished in my cheesiest weatherman impression.
 
   Gabe smiled. He was a strange mixture of ease and discomfort, as usual. Like the others, I felt the hum of his mood, the distant flicker of his thoughts, and could sense his feelings, though they’d all become easy enough to ignore. But Gabe was more withdrawn than the others, and I found my mind often drifted to his, opening up so I could understand him more. 
 
    “Everything okay?” I asked, knowing he’d had a difficult time settling into a new life here, despite having Jake and Becca back. Now he was away from the conveniences of the Colony—the facilities to make scientific advancements, the electricity and running water. He’d left behind the Colony and everything he’d known for the past several years, only to be surrounded by Re-gens all over again. Not being under the General’s thumb had to be a major win, but I could tell Gabe was going a little stir-crazy around the farm with no structured schedule or defined purpose. I just wished he felt more at home like, well, family should.
 
   Running his fingers through his blond hair, Gabe nodded. “Yep, everything’s fine.”
 
   I gazed over the hill peppered with a rainbow of grazing horses, toward the Re-gen settlement in the northern portion of Hope Valley. “How are things going with the Re-gens? Dani told me Carlos is in high demand.”
 
   Gabe made a derisive noise, but his gaze remained on the cultivated land around us. “Yeah. Between Becca, Camille, and Mase, we’re working it out. But humans—Re-gens or not—aren’t so easy to rein in when their lives hang in the balance. Desperation is a tricky thing.”
 
   Although degeneration wasn’t something I, personally, needed to worry about, I was concerned about Becca and the possibility that she might be taken from Jake again as a result of her new physiology. So much was changing; we still understood so little, regarding both the Re-gens and degeneration, and with the rest of us “normals”—as the Re-gens called us—and our Abilities. It was impossible to ignore just how much our Abilities had changed over the past year, especially my own.
 
   “Do you think we should be concerned about our Abilities?” I asked Gabe. “I mean, not necessarily death-by-Ability-drainage or anything, but do you think they’ll ever stop evolving? Ever stop getting stronger?”
 
   Gabe looked at me askance. I knew something ingenious played behind his shrewd, pale blue eyes, thoughts and ideas most of us only ever managed a slight glimpse of. “It’s hard to say, but I don’t think so. Think of it like a muscle. The more you use it—control it—the stronger it gets…the more fine-tuned and well-honed.”
 
   “That’s what I’m worried about,” I said. I wondered if, like Dani and Annie, who struggled to balance living in the two worlds their minds occupied—animal and human—the rest of us might face a loss of control at some point, a struggle to be us instead of it.
 
   “Zoe, you strengthen your Ability, you hone it. I don’t think you have to worry about it becoming bigger than you are.” Hoping he was right, I nodded and let out a breath.
 
   When I saw Annie pick up a goat poop pellet and eye it carefully, I straightened. “Annie, you’re not supposed to touch the goat poop.”
 
   “But Cinnamon says he eats Willy’s poop all the time.” Both goats looked at me and bahed in unison.
 
   “That’s because goats will eat anything,” I said and pointed to the ground. “Drop it.” Annie scrunched her face, disgruntled, but she didn’t argue. “Go to the trough and rinse off your hands, please. And remind me to bathe you in bleach before dinner,” I muttered.
 
   Gabe laughed. “Please do,” he said. “And that’s my cue. See you at supper.”
 
   “Okay,” I said. “Oh, and Gabe?”
 
   He paused mid-turn. “Yeah?”
 
   “We’re lucky to have you here. Who doesn’t need a scientist in this day and age?” I flashed him a rueful smile, which I hoped was both endearing and also reassuring; he belonged with us, no matter his unease.
 
   He gave me a small quirk of a grin in return and disappeared around the side of the stable.
 
   Annie trudged over to the trough and primly submerged her hands, the act of washing more a routine I wanted her to get used to than an effective way to remove all poop particles from her hands.
 
   I sighed and rumpled her hair. “You sure are crazy cute, Annie.”
 
   She beamed up at me with her missing-tooth grin, and I shook my head. “Come on, let’s finish our chores.”
 
   By the time Annie and I finished feeding and chatting with the goats and had moved on to the chickens, what I could see of the sun shining through the clouds was setting behind the rolling, emerald hills. “It’s getting late,” I grumbled, anxious for my dad and Jake to return.
 
   And like they’d drifted in on the breeze, I heard crunching gravel and distant, rumbling laughter coming up the drive.
 
   “They’re back!” Annie screeched, her pail of chicken feed forgotten as it crashed to the ground. “Presents!” she called and ran toward the stable and the approaching horses. Deciding a little extra feed wouldn’t hurt the chickens, I collected the bucket, leaving the spilled contents behind, and followed after Annie.
 
   I set the bucket outside the stable door and looked up at Jake as he and Brutus clomped to a stop at the hitching post. Jake’s penetrating gaze was already fixed on me, making my cheeks burn, and a smile engulfed my face. Leaning against the siding, I watched him and my dad, their stature and demeanor so different, but both a welcome sight all the same. My dad raked his fingers through his slicked-back, ashy-brown hair as he smiled at Annie, who was jumping up and down in the gravel.
 
   Although I’d seen it numerous times over the months, I was still getting used to the sight of my dad and Jake riding side by side—or, rather, of my dad riding beside any of my new friends, given the fact that around this time last year, I’d thought he’d died of the Virus. Now he wasn’t only alive, he was living with all of us: the man I loved, my brother who it had taken me months to find, Dani, and my friends who felt more like family.
 
   Jason strolled over to us from behind the barn. His long sleeves were covered in dirt, but Annie didn’t care. She immediately jumped up into his arms and began bouncing with pure enthusiasm in his hold. “Do you think they brought me something?”
 
   “Maybe,” Jason said with a small chuckle. “You have to be patient and see.” He glanced at Jake and Grandpa Tom. “How’d it go? Any trouble?”
 
   “Without a hitch,” my dad said and dismounted his gray horse, Poppy. He moved to untie the small duffel secured behind his saddle.
 
   “Always good news,” Jason said, brushing Annie’s crazy curls away from his face.
 
   “Did you bring presents?” Annie chirped, twitching with anticipation in Jason’s arms. Her eyes were wide and imploring.
 
   My dad gave Annie an exaggerated frown. “I didn’t get you anything this time, sweetheart. I’m sorry.”
 
   Annie’s face instantly fell. “S’okay,” she mumbled.
 
   “Wait just a second…” We all pivoted to look at Jake, who was turned in his saddle, searching through his saddlebag. “How did this little guy get in here?” He pulled out a white stuffed wolf.
 
   Annie squealed and slithered out of Jason’s arms. She ran up to Brutus, the horse’s head bobbing more to keep from getting hit in the face than because Annie’s high pitch and flailing movements spooked him.
 
   “It’s just like Snowflake!” Annie jumped up and down, dancing in place as she waited for Jake to dismount. After a thud, both of Jake’s boots were planted on the ground. He crouched down and offered Annie the stuffed wolf that bore an eerie resemblance to the Tahoe pack’s alpha female.
 
   Snatching the wolf from his hands, Annie hugged it against her, then lifted it to her nose. “It doesn’t smell like Snowflake, though.”
 
   “That’s a good thing,” Jason muttered. “What do you say to Jake for your present?” We all liked to spoil Annie, more than we probably should have, but she’d been so deprived before, she’d been through so much, most of us couldn’t resist an opportunity to put a smile on her face. Though every now and again we tried to introduce some discipline and instill some manners in the free-spirited little girl.
 
   “Thank you, Jake!” Annie wrapped her arms around his neck and quickly pulled away, skipping off with her new wolf, leaving us all smiling after her.
 
   “Always wanted to see you with kids one day, son,” my dad said to Jason, but I didn’t need to be a part of that conversation, so I tuned them out.
 
   Jake stepped up beside me and wrapped his arms around my waist. A twinge of pain pulsed in my side, remnants of my failed sparring match, so I leaned into him—carefully.
 
   “Hey,” he murmured against my temple.
 
   I peered up at him. “Hey yourself.”
 
   “How was your day?” His rich, amber eyes were searching and bright. Juxtaposed with his dark lashes and the week’s worth of scruff that shadowed his features, he seemed almost dangerous, in a carnal, alluring sort of way. “Did you kick some butt today in training?”
 
   I shook my head and leaned into his chest, resting my cheek against him as I watched Jason and my dad carry on a stilted conversation. “Not exactly. Let’s just say I was demoted to light duty today.”
 
   Jake’s body tensed. “That doesn’t sound good.”
 
   “It’s fine,” I said, growing more lethargic by the minute. His warmth was comforting in the promise of dusk and worsening wind. “Annie and I have been feeding the animals. I’ve been watching her all afternoon so Dani and Becca could work at the Re-gen farms with Grayson, Camille, and Mase. They’ve decided to help them set up their new vegetable garden.”
 
   Jake kissed the top of my head, and I felt his lips part into a smile. “I’m not sure Annie qualifies as ‘light duty,’” he joked.
 
   I thought about the goat poop and couldn’t help smiling myself. “There’s definitely never a dull moment around her, but she’s fun.”
 
   Jake’s voice sobered. “Why light duty? What happened?”
 
   I looked up to reassure him. “It’s nothing big. I’m sure Sanchez will fill you in. I—”
 
   “Sorry to do this to you, Jake,” Jason interrupted, and I pulled free from Jake’s arms. Jason took the small duffel from my dad. “Since we have the tools now, I could use your help with something before it gets dark.”
 
   “Sure,” Jake said and he reached up for Brutus’s reins.
 
   Seeing Jason’s vague request for what it was—a window of opportunity for me to speak with my dad alone—I ran my hand down Brutus’s slick neck. “I’ll unsaddle him for you,” I said and looked up at Jake.
 
   He flashed me a smile and gave me a peck on the lips. “Thank you—oh, and I was thinking it’s about time for another overnight hunting trip. Maybe tomorrow, weather permitting. Care to join?” he asked. I glanced to my dad who was tending to Poppy, oblivious.
 
   “Just you and me?”
 
   Jake’s eyebrows lifted ever so slightly, and with a small, yet ecstatic smile, I nodded.
 
   Over the past few months, I’d found a strange solace in taking small hunting trips with Jake and Cooper, and sometimes a few of the others. My bow skills came in handy—quiet and quick compared to the resounding crack of a rifle or shotgun. But as adrenaline-pumping as those trips were, it was the solo time I got to spend with Jake that I looked forward to the most.
 
   Jake turned and followed Jason toward the work shed, and the clanking sound of metal brought me back to the present. My fingers were swift and agile as I began loosening cinches and unbuckled Brutus’s bridle, thinking about what exactly I should say to my dad.
 
   “How was your day, sweetheart?” he asked as he removed Poppy’s bit and replaced the horse’s bridle for a less intrusive halter. When my dad glanced over at me, he paused. “What’s that on your shirt? Is that a footprint?” His tone was light and full of mirth. 
 
   I hated dredging up the past, ruining his mood, but I knew I had to eventually. I tied Brutus’s red halter around his neck. “Yep. It’s a muddy boot print.”
 
   Because Dad was so much like me, I knew he’d sensed something was up. Instead of probing around in my head, he waited. “Sounds like you had an interesting day.”
 
   “You could say that. Apparently I’m a shitty fighter when I’m distracted. Go figure.”
 
   We bustled around in silence for a few seconds, tending to the horses and remarking on the consistently dreary weather, before my dad finally asked, “What’s on your mind, Zoe?”
 
   “Well,” I said, “since you asked…” Focusing my full attention on his expression, I turned to face him and leaned against Brutus’s shoulder. “Have you ever erased my memories, Dad?” We were an interesting pair, him and I. Because now that I knew the truth about my lineage and my childhood, honesty was the only stable foundation on which we could build our new relationship. And given our Abilities, if my dad lied to me, I would know.
 
   “I can’t erase memories, Zoe.”
 
   I rolled my eyes. “You know what I mean, Dad. I’ve met General Herodson before, haven’t I?”
 
   His hands froze, clutching the front and back of Poppy’s saddle, ready to remove it.
 
   “And I saw Mom that day, too. That’s the day the General said he’d put the Monitors on us…and you erased any memory I had of her.” My voice was brittle, emotions I hadn’t realized I’d been feeling rising to the surface. I swallowed them.
 
   My dad removed the saddle and walked into the stable, no doubt giving him time to think or compose his response. When he returned, his eyes flicked to me, then back to his horse. “Your memories are resurfacing,” he said.
 
   “Apparently,” I whispered, my eyes roaming the hills beyond the fence line—the white Milkmaids that sprouted through the grasses were almost violet in the dying light. All sunlight had evanesced behind the clouds, and a chill curled up my spine. “What else have you hidden from us?” My voice was hollowed by the realization that there still seemed to be secrets I had yet to unearth.
 
   My dad finally stopped his busywork and stood beside me. He took my chin between his fingers, forcing me to look at him. “Nothing as big as that, Zoe. I promise you.” He stared at me for a moment, and I saw a slew of emotions in the steel-blue depths of his eyes, emotions I’d only seen on one other occasion: the day he’d altered my memory. This new dad of mine was someone I felt I barely knew, someone I was still trying to figure out. “I’m so damn sorry I had to do that to you, sweetheart. But you were so young…”
 
   His empty, desolate expression from that day was etched into my mind. “You didn’t want to do it.”
 
   My dad wrapped his arm around my shoulder and led me over to one of the benches set against the side of the stable. “I wanted you to remember your mom, Zoe. I wanted you both to be able to know her. But I didn’t want you to remember her like that. I didn’t want you to remember Herodson or how scared you were—how horrible he was. The fewer questions you could ask, the better.” My dad was quiet for a moment, then pulled me tighter against him. “And I didn’t want your brother to find out. I didn’t want to give him another reason to hate me. It was selfish, I know.”
 
   My dad let out a ragged, almost reluctant breath. “The day your mom came home was bittersweet.” He released me and leaned forward, like he needed to prepare for the surmounting emotions and memories he’d been trying to forget all these years, and rested his elbows on his knees. “I knew she would never come back again, not after how close she’d come to losing everything she’d worked so hard for to keep us all safe. She’d never risk the outcome of disobeying him again. And that night I finally accepted that our family would never be whole again, and I think a part of me was just…gone.”
 
   I watched my dad as he gazed around the farm, first at the gravel in front of us, then at the farmhouse and barn and shed, then at our scattered friends, who were cleaning up and putting away their tools for the night. His eyes rested on my brother, laughing with Jake as he shut the door to the shed and headed out, toward the orchard.
 
   “I hid it from you, knowing I’d have to live with the truth for the rest of my life but the two of you would be somewhat free. I assumed that you both thinking you had a dead mother was better than knowing you had one who’d left you, twice.”
 
   When my dad looked at me again, his eyes shimmered. “I love you, sweetheart, no matter how shitty of a dad I’ve been…you’re my little girl, and I’ve always loved you.” He kissed the side of my head, and I felt my throat constrict.
 
   I ignored the resentment and frustration I’d felt toward him growing up, the anger I’d carried since learning he’d lied about his death. And I ignored my sorrow for what his life had been. “I love you too, Dad,” I said, because remembering the day he’d come back to life, the day he’d shown up in the farm’s driveway and how happy it had made me, was all that mattered. We were a family, and we needed each other, no matter what.
 
   A forgotten memory from that day sparked my curiosity. “When you first showed up here and I told you about Peter, you seemed genuinely surprised, like you had no idea.”
 
   Slowly, my dad shook his head and he stared down at his hands. “I never knew what happened to the baby. I didn’t know if your mom miscarried, or if the child had actually been born. A part of me hoped something had happened, that a monster like Gregory would never be allowed to bring a child into this world, and I never let myself consider the other possibilities. Definitely not that your mom would raise his child, that she would love it as much as she loved you kids. But I was kidding myself.” My dad’s eyes were asking and hopeful, willing me to know the truth. “Zoe, your mom isn’t the sort of woman to mistreat or deprive a child. And I’m not surprised she loves him so much. What else does she have to live for there, with him?”
 
   I’d never really considered how hard it was for my dad not only to lose his wife, but to have her leave him for another man. She’d had no choice, but still; she lived with Herodson, slept in his bed. I found myself staring through my dad, a war waging inside of me—the girl who yearned for the family she’d always wanted and the bitter woman who hated all that her family had done.
 
   “I know you can’t ever forgive your mom, Zoe, but—”
 
   I shook my head, a plea for him to stop. It was like my life was an epic battle—two waves crashing together because it’s the nature of their existence and they have no other choice. I closed my eyes and tried to articulate some part of what I was feeling. “I want to forgive her, Dad,” I said for the first time aloud. “I think about it all the time. I hate her for what she did, but I love her for trying to save us. Then every time I feel someone’s mind, their pain and anger, their sadness, or when I think too much about the way life is now, about how my mom is this specter of death and secrets, I get confused all over again.” I felt my eyes burn with unshed tears, but I ignored them. “Sometimes, it feels like I’m drowning.” I looked at my dad. His eyes had softened as he listened. “I barely remember the person I was a year ago.”
 
   I cleared my throat and let out a steadying breath. “Every time I hear one of Vanessa’s outbursts or feel Carlos’s constant distress, it all goes back to Mom—the doctor. Every stilted word that comes out of a Re-gen, their dulled view of the world…” I stared down at my dirty fingernails. “It’s like a bullhorn reminder to never forget who Mom is and why I should hate her.”
 
   My dad placed his hand gently on my knee. “Just give it more time, sweetheart. That’s all you can do. I don’t expect the making of the last twenty-five years to be undone in mere months. I know it’s tough to process, but if nothing else, it will make you a stronger person later. It’s like any other scar, they’re all—”
 
   I smiled. “I know, Dad. They’re all reminders of how strong we are.”
 
   He nudged my shoulder. “I guess I used that one a lot, huh?”
 
   Squinting, I pinched the air between my thumb and index finger. “Juuuust a little.”
 
   My dad chuckled and patted my knee. “Are you going to be okay?”
 
   Strangely, I felt better, so it wasn’t a lie when I nodded. “I’ll be fine.”
 
   After a moment’s pause, my dad rose to his feet and stretched his back. “Better get these horses put away before I can’t see anymore. I’m getting old, you know. My eyesight isn’t what it used to be.” It was nice to have my dad teasing me, lightening the mood.
 
   I stood and followed him over to Brutus and Poppy. “Hey, Dad? If you didn’t unlock the memory of Mom, then why can I remember it all of a sudden?”
 
   My dad didn’t have to think about his answer. “You have two parents with well-honed Abilities, sweetheart. I guess it’s not really that surprising that yours is developing into something so strong. It’s only been a year or so that your Ability’s been active. I wouldn’t be surprised if one day it puts mine to shame.”
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   “Wait, Jason!” I scrambled over a soggy fallen log and swerved around a couple of moss-covered boulders. “Not those ones! They’re death caps!” I skidded to a halt, breathing way too hard and heart racing. When it came to deadly poisonous mushrooms, I didn’t mess around. Besides, Grayson had made them sound like pretty much the worst thing ever.
 
   Crouched at the base of a sprawling live oak, Jason craned his neck to peer up at me. He looked perfectly baffled. “I thought they were porcinis.”
 
   Shaking my head, I looked at the plump, slightly yellow-tinged mushroom caps mere inches from Jason’s fingertips, then followed the wide trunk of the oak up from its exposed roots to its sad excuse for foliage. I couldn’t talk to trees like I could to animals, but I had the impression that the poor dear was on its way out of this world. Following an inexplicable urge, I leaned forward and patted the oak’s rough bark.
 
   Jason stood, and I couldn’t help but shift my attention to him when he was towering over me and being so, well, towery. He glanced down at the harmless-looking mushrooms. “So…death caps, huh?”
 
   I exhaled heavily and rolled my eyes. “Didn’t you pay attention to Grayson’s foraging lessons at all?”
 
   Jason’s broad shoulders rose and fell. “Must’ve missed that part.”
 
   My hands found their way to my hips all on their own, my foraging basket dangling from the crook of my arm a little askew. “This is our livelihood we’re talking about here, man, our livelihood!” I said, flinging my free arm out melodramatically. “But seriously”—I relaxed my arm—“it wouldn’t hurt you to pay attention when Grayson shares his mountain man wisdom, you know.”
 
   Jason settled his Ice King stare on me. It was a look I didn’t receive often, and a year ago, it would’ve intimidated me to the point of taking a step or two backward…then maybe running away. But not anymore. “I’ve been a little distracted,” he said. There was the hint of an eyebrow raise, the suggestion of a head tilt. “Zoe…my mom…the fucking General visiting our house all those years ago…”
 
   And I suddenly felt like an insensitive butthead. My breath escaped me in a whispered, “Your dad messing around with Zo’s memories…”
 
   Jason looked away, focusing instead on the live oak’s expansive trunk. He stared at the poor, sickly tree like he was plotting the most grisly way to murder it. And considering that Jason’s self-prescribed decompression sessions generally resulted in the dismemberment of an innocent tree, well…
 
   I reached for his hand, lacing our fingers together and giving a firm squeeze. “He was doing what he thought was best for Zo.” I hesitated, held my breath, then let it out in a rush. “And I think he did the right thing…that time.” I gave Jason’s hand another, harder squeeze.
 
   Jason laughed bitterly. “I know.” He tugged me closer and wrapped his arms around me. The hug was a little awkward with the basket hooked over my arm, but we made it work. After planting a kiss on the top of my head, Jason sighed.
 
   His sigh seemed to soak into me, sour my mood, then escape once more, this time from my throat. I pulled back just enough that I could see his face. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to make us both so grumpy.”
 
   I couldn’t remember the last time we’d been off the farm, just the two of us, and I just had to go and drag us down the nearest doom-and-gloom rabbit hole. So much for our peaceful, relaxing alone time.
 
   Jason pressed a gentle kiss against my forehead. “Tell me about these death caps.”
 
   I relaxed against him, resting my cheek on his heavy raincoat. It was the first period of no rain in weeks that had lasted longer than a day, and we’d jumped at the opportunity to spend the morning together, foraging in the mile-long stretch of woods atop the hills to the east of our valley. But we also weren’t about to risk being caught in a surprise downpour unprotected.
 
   “Well, death caps look like normal mushrooms, I guess. They’re not ugly or anything.” I glanced down at the aforementioned mushrooms. “They’re kind of nice-looking, actually, don’t you think? I mean, as far as mushrooms go…”
 
   Jason held me tight against him with his left arm around my shoulders while his right ventured under my coat, his hand tracing slow, soothing patterns on my lower back. “Sure…”
 
   Smiling, I shivered, just a little. I loved when his voice took on that distracted quality, but only when I was the distraction. “They tend to grow at the base of oaks,” I continued, “especially live oaks, and their caps have a brownish-green or yellow tinge…and there’s a bulbous bulge at the base that makes them look a bit like, well…a bit phallic.”
 
   Jason grunted a laugh. “Somehow I doubt Daniel mentioned that.”
 
   I shrugged as best as I could in his hold. “That might’ve been a personal observation.”
 
   With another laugh, this one low and throaty, Jason brought his lips to my ear. “Gutter-brain.”
 
   I grinned against his jacket. “Takes one to know one.” Thunder rolled in the distance, and I hoped it wasn’t an omen of impending rain. 
 
   “That it does, Red.” Without warning, Jason picked me up and turned in a half circle, earning a surprised squeak from me and sending chanterelles and oyster mushrooms flying out of my basket, and pressed my back against the oak’s rough trunk. Beneath our boots, death caps littered the forest floor, scattered and crushed. “That it does.” He leaned in, his hand cradling the back of my skull, and I relaxed my arm, letting the basket fall to the ground.
 
   “Wait!” I hissed. Two blips had just appeared on my telepathic radar. I hadn’t noticed them until it became obvious that they were moving toward us. “Someone’s coming.”
 
   A hairsbreadth from my lips, Jason whispered, “Someone we know?”
 
   “I—” Brow furrowed, I shook my head. “There’s two of ’em, and there’s something familiar about one mind—maybe someone we’ve crossed paths with in New Bodega?”
 
   “Hmmm…” Jason didn’t sound pleased. I couldn’t blame him. I didn’t feel very pleased, either. In fact, I felt decidedly displeased. Gaze scanning my face, lingering here and there, Jason tucked a few flyaway curls back into my braid before stepping away and releasing his handgun from his thigh holster. I did the same.
 
   Squinting, I focused more on my telepathic radar than on the pistol in my hand and, once again, shook my head. “Must just be a couple New Bodega people.” At least, I hoped that was the case.
 
   “What direction?” Jason asked, scanning the spaces between the mossy trees and gnarled, leafless branches.
 
   I pointed to the southwest. “They’re close. Should be able to hear them soon.”
 
   “I know you’re out there,” Jason called, his focus on the woods intent. “Either identify yourselves or start moving in another direction. The choice is yours, but you’d better make it now.” He glanced at me, his eyes filled with questions.
 
   I could only answer one. I shook my head. “They’re still coming.” I did a quick scan of the animal minds lingering nearby. There wasn’t much in the way of predators, but I requested that the few hawks in the area and the murder of crows looting a patch of overgrown and rotting pumpkins head our way, just in case.
 
   Jason raised his gun, his eyes never straying from the gloomy trees. “Remember, Red—shoot first, feel—”
 
   “Feel bad about it later,” I murmured. “I know.” Of course, the last time I’d stuck to that survival philosophy, I’d shot a little girl dead. Sure, she’d been a Crazy who just happened to be lunging at Zoe at the time, and sure, I’d been fairly certain that she was the cannibalistic variety of the post-apocalypse’s less-than-sane brand of survivors, but still, she’d also been a little girl. And I’d killed her without hesitating. The blood blossoming across her chest…her body landing on the forest floor…Zoe’s aghast reaction…that single moment was forever etched into my memory.
 
   “Hello?” a man called ahead. “Who’s there? Can you tell us where we are? We seem to be a little lost.”
 
   I split my attention between watching the woods for the intruders and studying Jason’s face. The skin around his eyes tightened, and his nostrils flared. The man’s words hadn’t put him at ease in the slightest. If anything, they’d only fanned his apprehension.
 
   A man came into view between one of the few pines in the forest and a robust oak tree, a woman a few paces behind him. The man was tall and slender, with silver hair that nearly reached his chin and a closely trimmed beard, while the woman, younger—in her mid-thirties, I thought—was brunette and broad-shouldered, looking like she could put up one hell of a fight.
 
   When the man caught sight of us, he raised his hands defensively. “Whoa, whoa, friends…no need for guns. We’re simply lost and, well, you see, we were looking for mushrooms to trade in town, and—”
 
   “You’re a trader,” I blurted. “I’ve seen you before.” I tapped the muzzle of my gun against my thigh. “You traded my friend and me a bottle of antidepressants for—”
 
   “Tincture of white willow bark.” The man’s face lit up, and he continued walking toward us, though the woman hung back, lounging against a tall pine tree. “Yes, yes, I remember. You were with that pleasant young doctor.” The trader smiled broadly. “Quite effective, that tincture. I’ve had very happy customers. You’ll have to give me the recipe.” He tilted his head to the side, just a little. “Tell me, how did the Sertraline work on the poor dear? A girl, yes—a teenage girl, if I remember correctly?”
 
   “That’s close enough,” Jason said, his gun lowered but still drawn.
 
   I holstered my own gun, then waved my hand at him. “It’s fine, Jason.” I looked at the trader. “Unfortunately, the pills didn’t seem to make any difference for Vanessa. On to the next, I guess.”
 
   It had been Harper’s theory to try Vanessa on the same medications that had worked so well to equalize the brain chemistry of people before the Virus. Chris had been skeptical—which was quickly turning into smugness—saying that something was broken inside Vanessa’s mind, and it was something that made her brain function so differently from the rest of ours that she doubted anything but a time machine would fix the teenage Crazy. Not that Chris’s pessimism stopped her from spending every spare moment studying Vanessa, looking for a way to return her to a state of normalcy. She loved Carlos like he was her own son, and she was bound and determined to give him his sister back. And a determined Chris was a sight to behold.
 
   “Hmmm…well, I have a few other drugs you could try,” the trader said. “I’ll take whatever’s left of the Sertraline back.” Not more than a couple dozen feet away, he reached behind himself. “Exchange it for the same amount of—”
 
   In the blink of an eye, a small, black pistol was in his hand, and it was pointed directly at me. I took a step backward and reached for my own sidearm.
 
   Before I could call for help from our rapidly approaching avian reinforcements, before I could do much of anything, Jason leapt in front of me. The earsplitting crack of a gun firing exploded among the trees.
 
   Crows darkened the sky, filling the late morning air with their scratchy caws.
 
   Two more explosive cracks, and the trader dropped to the ground, his companion already fleeing.
 
   Jason grunted, going down to one knee.
 
   “Jason!” I dropped to my knees, trying to hold him upright, but he was too damn heavy. Somehow, I managed to lay him back, against the dying oak. He’d been hit in the leg and the abdomen, and his blood, thick and slippery, stained my hands crimson. Without thought, I yanked off my belt to use as a tourniquet on his leg.
 
   “Got…him,” Jason rasped, then coughed. “But the woman—I don’t know where…”
 
   Eyes going wide, I tightened and secured the belt, then scanned the woods around us. My fingers, slick with blood, gripped the handle of my gun, my hands possibly the only parts of my body not shaking. The woman wouldn’t be hard to find, not when I could sense her mind and when I had an army of crows circling overhead.
 
   Except I couldn’t sense her mind.
 
   Jason grabbed my wrist, demanding my attention. “Red…” His eyes shifted from mine to the woods behind me, a warning.
 
   I spun on my knees, my gun raised and aimed directly at the chest of the trader’s companion. But instead of focusing on her, my stare was glued to the barrel of the sawed-off shotgun she was aiming at my head.
 
   “You won’t shoot me, and you won’t use your Ability,” she said, her voice softer than I’d expected. “I’m sorry. This was never what I wanted.”
 
   “I will kill you,” I swore through gritted teeth. Hot tears burned a path down my cheeks, and my heart pounded a primal, vengeful rhythm, but I couldn’t bring myself to fire at her. I wanted to shoot her, desperately. But it was as though I didn’t have control of my finger; I couldn’t pull the trigger. 
 
   Dread slithered around in my chest, cold and unyielding. It was her, doing this, stopping me; it had to be. She was like the General. She was in my mind. She was controlling me.
 
   The woman shook her head. “I’m going to go now.” She smiled at me, her eyes sad, and I hated her for pretending she cared at all. “You’ll find that your telepathy won’t work for a while. I’m sorry about that, too, but it’s the only way.” She started backing away, her gun still locked on me. “I, um—” Her eyes flicked to Jason. “Good luck.”
 
   I tried to tell the crows to take her down as she retreated, I tried to call out to the hawks who should have reached us by now, I tried to reach out to any creature that might help us…but I couldn’t sense anything. I couldn’t even sense Jason.
 
   “Red…” Jason touched my leg. “Dani, you have to go.”
 
   Tearing my gaze away from the section of forest where the woman had disappeared, I shook my head, refusing to look into his eyes, and reached for the zipper of his coat.
 
   “It’s no good,” he said. “We need Harper. You need to run back to the farm and—”
 
   “No!” I shouted, but my hands fell away from his coat, shaking uncontrollably as I scanned his body. There was far too much blood. “No, Jason. I can’t leave you. Just—just no.” The final word came out as a sob.
 
   There Jason was, his blood smeared and smattered on the poisonous mushrooms and the oak tree and my jeans, and I felt like I was the one who was bleeding out, my desire to keep fighting, to survive, draining away. My life was tied to his so intrinsically. He was a part of me. I couldn’t do this again, couldn’t keep going.
 
   “Dani…”
 
   My eyes flashed up, finally meeting his, and for an infinitesimal eternity, it felt like I was drowning. I couldn’t breathe. I was suffocating. There was no more oxygen left in the world…no more air at all.
 
   “Dani!”
 
   I blinked, tears streaming down my cheeks. “What do I do?” My voice was barely audible.
 
   “Get help,” Jason whispered.
 
   Nodding, I yanked the dish towel out from the bottom of my foraging basket and pressed it gingerly against the wound under his coat. “Keep pressure on this, okay?”
 
   “Dani, if I’m gone when you—”
 
   “Okay?” I said, my voice too high, too loud. I refused to accept the possibility that he’d be anything other than here, alive, when I returned with help. The alternative was abhorrent to my mind. Logic and reality shifted, making him dying an impossibility.
 
   Jason’s hand replaced mine on the towel. “Okay.”
 
   “Okay.” I leaned in, careful not to touch any part of his injured body, and kissed him gently. His lips tasted salty and metallic. They tasted like blood. “Hold on,” I demanded. “I’ll be right back.”
 
   And then I stood, and I ran.
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   ZOE
 
   NOVEMBER 28, 1AE
 
   The Farm, California
 
    
 
   For three hours, I’d been sitting at the dining room table, my sketchpad washed in the baleful color of late morning that shone through the narrow windows, overlooking what appeared to be a deserted farm. Everyone was hiding indoors, dehydrating food, wrenching, painting, and—in Annie’s case—playing with kitties, all sheltered from the sudden downpour.
 
   Hearing the creak of the front door opening, I looked up. Tavis stepped inside, rain dripping off his coat as he leaned forward and peered into the dining room at me, his feet planted firmly on the welcome mat.
 
   “Hey,” I said, folding my arms in front of me.
 
   Tavis smiled, his warm, customary greeting. “Morning.” But even in his natural, easy air, there was something about the way he looked at me that made even the slightest linger of his gaze and the quickest glance seem like something more. I could’ve pried, could’ve peeked and prodded, but I was a little too hesitant to learn the reason.
 
   “You seen our animal whisperer anywhere? We’ve got a horse with colic out here. We could use her Ability.” Tavis pointed to his head.
 
   His facial expressions always made me laugh, and I couldn’t help but smile back at him as I glanced outside. Darker clouds approached quickly from the west. “She’s out with Jason,” I said, “foraging. Hopefully they’ll be home soon.”
 
   “Ah, foraging,” he said with a wink. “Got it.” And then he was out the door, and I watched as he strode back toward the stable.
 
   I took a sip of lukewarm coffee, settling back into work mode, and let out a sigh as I stared down at the start of my second blueprint of the day. I tapped my charcoal pencil on the tabletop and glanced between Jason’s hasty, ill-proportioned sketch and my own, hoping I was interpreting his floorplans for the new smokehouse accurately. I’d gotten quite good at looking past his scribbled letters and numbers, relying mostly on the arrows and the drawing itself to help me decipher the rest.
 
   Footsteps creaking overhead and feminine laughter were followed by a muffled “You wish, buddy” that floated down the stairs of the otherwise silent house. No wonder Harper had been so anxious to rearrange the infirmary. Chris laughed again, a sound I’d been hearing more and more frequently over the months. My eyebrow rose of its own accord, and I reached for the mug beside my sketchpad. A contented smile splayed my lips as I appreciated the happy routine we’d all seemed to fall into, gloomy weather or no.
 
   After draining the contents of my mug, I absently set it aside, deciding the beams in the smokehouse roof needed to be closer together if they were going to support the wide—
 
   An ear-piercing cry rolled in with the distant rumble of thunder.
 
   Eyes narrowed and heartbeat thrumming, I jumped to my feet and gazed through the window at the gravel drive. Opening my mind, I felt Dani’s desperation and anguish before I even saw her.
 
   “—shot!” With hair matted from the rain and her clothes drenched, Dani sprinted clumsily up the driveway, her eyes wide with terror. “He’s been shot! He’s dying! Hurry! Harper!”
 
   “H!” I called, already running out the door, trying to process Dani’s hysterics as I sprinted toward her. “Dani!”
 
   Both relief and utter desolation warred in her expression the instant she saw me. She was shaking, soaked, terrified, and out of breath.
 
   “Dani,” I breathed, reaching for her. “What the hell happened?” I called over my shoulder again for Harper.
 
   “There were traders,” she choked out, her eyes boring into mine. “One shot at me, but—”
 
   Dani stopped short and gulped in a breath. She drew in another and another. I guided her toward the barn’s eaves, noting the blood that colored her chest and arms. There was blood all over her hands. My heart twisted and my stomach knotted. Jason.
 
   My gaze was torn, darting from her in search of wounds to the direction she’d come from…without my brother. Why didn’t she use her telepathy? Confusion, dread, and anger made it difficult to focus when I registered he wasn’t coming.
 
   “…we were just talking, he pulled a gun!” she screeched and broke off in a sob, gripping my shirt and pulling me forward. “My Ability…it wouldn’t—I couldn’t…I tried, but the woman made it so I couldn’t use it!” She peered around, frantic as her gaze swept the concerned, horrified faces of our companions, who had begun congregating around us. “There was so much blood,” she said. “Harper…”
 
   “Harper’s coming, Dani.” My eyes met Grayson’s first. He nodded, then ran toward the house to see where he was, but I already heard Harper shouting as he came running toward us. “I’m coming!”
 
   “Come inside, Dani, out of the rain,” I said. She was trembling, and although she struggled against me, she was too weak and distraught to put up a true Dani fight.
 
   Warm bodies followed us as I led her through the open barn door. Jack whined and circled us anxiously, fretful as Dani screeched and cried, paying him no heed. “He was shot—twice!” she said. “He made me go for help…said if he was gone when I got back…” She began to wobble, her knees giving out, and I reached to catch her. “He’s dead, isn’t he?” Her gaze became unfocused. “And I just left him, alone and dying.”
 
   “He’ll be fine,” I said, forcing the uncertainty from my voice. There were mutters and movement as everyone stood there, confused and completely horrified. Camille pulled a drying towel that hung on a line strung through the barn and wrapped it around Dani’s shoulders.
 
   I tried to will away the thickening panic that was alive and scathing inside me. “He’s just hurt, Dani. He can’t be dead. We’ll go get him. Harper and Jake, they can fix him.” They have to fix him.
 
   “Sam, mate, can you help get the horses?” Tavis asked, his voice all cool calmness, though I doubted he felt so collected.
 
   Within seconds, Harper ran into the barn, donning a raincoat. He had his medical kit in hand and a handgun holstered on his hip. “Where is he, Dani?” he asked calmly. “Where did you leave Jason?”
 
   “We went to the hills to find mushrooms.” Dani looked to Grayson. “He almost picked the death caps.”
 
   “Dani,” I said, bracing her shoulders and forcing her to look into my eyes instead of succumbing to the onslaught of shock. “Where’s Jason?”
 
   Jake, Tavis, Chris, and Sanchez ran through the barn door, their weapons strapped to their backs and holstered at their sides.
 
   Jake looked at me. “Where are we going?”
 
   “He’s in the woods on the eastern hills, by a dying oak,” I said, quickly gleaning what I could from Dani’s memory. “Somewhere by the rotting log. And the woman might be out there somewhere—mid-thirties, brown hair, muscular. She’s dangerous…has some form of mind control.” I stared at Dani, unable to remove my gaze from her face, feverish from the cold and crying. I’d never seen her such a wreck. It terrified me more than anything I could remember—more than wondering if my family had died from the Virus, more than assuming they had. There was an emptiness in Dani’s emotions, in her eyes, and I feared she might be right.
 
   Jake whistled for Cooper, and they ran in the direction of the stabled horses. Most of the others followed in a rush. I needed to join them; I needed to see my brother, whether he was dead or alive.
 
   “Camille,” I said softly. “Please get Dani into the house. Get her warm—”
 
   Dani gripped my arm. “I’m coming with you,” she said, a sudden ferocity in her eyes. I was too relieved to see a small spark rekindled within her to argue.
 
   Together we ran for our horses. Mase was already standing with Shadow outside his stall, finishing the buckle on Shadow’s bridle. Mase handed me the reins, the only tack he’d had time to dress. Wings was still inside her stall, though the door was open, allowing her to come out.
 
   I glanced at Dani, realizing she still wasn’t using her Ability, wasn’t communicating with the animals, just like she hadn’t communicated with us at all on her race back to the farm. How long before her Ability comes back?
 
   Mase must have come to the same conclusion, because he swiftly approached Wings, a bridle in hand. Within seconds he was finished and helping Dani onto her horse, and we joined the others, who were gathering outside.
 
   “Here,” Becca said, just as we were all about to leave. She handed those of us without rain gear coats and parkas and hats. Sam was running toward me, a pistol in his hand.
 
   “Show us where he is, Dani,” my dad said, peering out at Harper and Jake’s diminishing forms as they galloped down the driveway. The dogs loped behind them. “Take me to my son.”
 
   Dani nodded numbly, and together they rode after Jake and Harper, the others—Carlos, Sanchez, Chris, Tavis, and Gabe—nudging their horses into a gallop after them. The chaos around me was a blur as I tried to process that my brother was injured—that he might already be dead—several miles away.
 
   Short of breath, Sam reached me and handed me the gun. “Just in case,” he said.
 
   “We’ll get the infirmary ready,” Grayson said from where he stood by the stable, Annie, Mase, Camille, and Becca alongside him.
 
   The concern and anxiety cast in their eyes was the last thing I registered before Shadow and I took off after the others. My grip on Shadow’s reins was so tight that I couldn’t feel my fingers, and I ignored the wind and rain against my face as we raced down the road. The gravel turned to pavement, then to wet mud and grass the further away we rode.
 
   Jason will be fine, I told myself. He has to be fine.
 
    
 
   ~~~~~
 
    
 
   After a couple of hours searching the forest for Jason, we canvassed the verdant hills beyond. And after a few more hours, we’d explored every withered grapevine that lined the forgotten vineyards throughout Hope Valley—around our home that no longer felt safe and comforting. But in the rain, there was no scent for the dogs to pick up, no footprints for us to follow. There was no sign of Jason—of his body…of his blood, save for what was on Dani. There was no sign of the woman or of a struggle at all, not even the trader’s body, and the deep-seated fear that had rooted hours earlier was quickly becoming consuming. Where is he? Dead or alive, he was nowhere to be found.
 
   I shook the thought from my mind. “He has to be somewhere,” I said, standing under a canopy of naked branches and soggy evergreens with the others.
 
   “But where?” Dani sobbed, her wild hair wilted and clinging to the sides of her ashen face. She clutched her stomach, bending over like she might retch out every part of herself even as she tried to control the sobs that wracked her body. She was desperate to find him, we all were, but we were getting nowhere and the sky was darkening, quickly turning the color of soot. “He was right there,” she howled, pointing at the sickly live oak I’d seen in her memories. After all of our searching, we’d ended up back where we’d started, finding nothing.
 
   “We have to be missing something,” my dad said. The disbelief and pain in his voice ripped at my insides. “This isn’t making any sense. It had to be the woman. She must’ve come back and…” But I could feel his uncertainty, his doubt. Why would she have come back and moved Jason and the trader? How would she have done it so quickly? My dad was right; it wasn’t making any sense.
 
   We were drenched and exhausted. Our horses were drenched and exhausted. Nowhere seemed the only place left to look. It was like we’d been defeated by an unknown opponent, and all of this was just a cruel, miserable joke.
 
   “I never should’ve left him alone,” Dani said between sobs.
 
   I glanced at her, thinking of her inaccessible Ability, then focused on my dad. “We can have Annie send out some animal search parties, at least until…” My gaze shifted back to Dani.
 
   My dad nodded. “It’s a start.”
 
   “I’ll head to Petaluma proper,” Jake said, “see if he’s somewhere in the city.” Jake was already mounting Brutus. “The outskirts, maybe, hiding.” He said it mostly to himself. His voice was almost lost in the incessant rainfall, but I could hear his usual steadfast certainty begin to crack.
 
   I chose to focus on my dad instead. He strode over to Poppy, anxious to head out. Jake didn’t stop him, but when Sanchez went to mount her bay mare, Jake shook his head.
 
   “What? You think I’m staying back?” She looked offended.
 
   Jake did a quick scan of our group, huddled beneath the trees. “I think I’m the only one that won’t die of pneumonia, but it’s up to you.”
 
   The others continued to voice their questions and suggestions, and with the influx of suffocating emotions—of my own emotions—I needed a moment to breathe.
 
   I stepped behind the dying oak, using its sturdy trunk to brace myself as I let out a choked sob. None of this was real, it couldn’t be. This was a horrible dream, just like the others, and soon I’d wake up. But everyone’s distress was insurmountable and felt too real to be false.
 
   Where is he? I wanted to scream. But the more my hands shook and desperation clouded my mind, the more earnest I became. I have to be strong. For my dad. For Dani. We’ll find him and Jake will save him—he’ll give him blood and everything will be okay. I had to believe that or I’d crumble and be no use to anyone.
 
   I swallowed thick, nearly immobilizing fear and stepped back out to Dani’s side. I wrapped my arms around her. “We should head back,” I said, though I wanted to go to Petaluma and continue the search for my brother, too. I didn’t want to stop moving long enough to break down again. Jason was so strong, so protective of Dani—of all of us—I couldn’t imagine him letting anyone, no matter their numbers and size, get the better of him. He wouldn’t have let them win if there’d been any chance that Dani would’ve been in danger. Not without leaving a bloodbath in his wake. I clung to that hope.
 
   “He’s probably disoriented, D,” I said, guiding her back to Wings. “He probably wanted to get out of the rain.”
 
   Dani’s head budged a fraction in agreement, but I knew she felt the hollowness of my reassurances.
 
   “Come on, D. Let’s get you back to the farmhouse. Let’s get you warm. Jason’ll be pissed at me when he gets back if I let you get sick.”
 
   “What if they never find him,” she whispered, her eyes swollen and red, her mouth and chin trembling. She looked wrung out, unable to cry another tear, but I knew that until Jason was found, until we knew he was alive and safe, there would be more tears and more misery.
 
   “They will.”
 
   “How do you know—”
 
   “Because,” I said, barely containing my sudden rage, “I refuse to lose another member of my family, and—”
 
   “There was too much blood, Zo. I know what I saw! He’s dead.”
 
   “You don’t know that for sure.”
 
   I glared at Dani as she climbed onto Wings’s back. I couldn’t help the fleeting accusatory thought that had she remained by his side, protected him, he’d still be here. We would’ve come looking for them by now. We would’ve found them, and we’d at least have had his body. But now, there were no bodies—absolutely no signs that there’d even been a struggle. We had nothing. Despite having seen Dani’s memory, despite knowing that Jason had been losing too much blood to have survived out here without medical attention for this long, I was still angry and upset and uncertain. He had to be here somewhere. He had to be alive, or that woman wouldn’t have taken him anywhere.
 
   “Until I see his body,” I bit out, “I refuse to believe that Jason is dead.” As much as my gut told me something horrible had happened, I wouldn’t allow myself to give in to fear completely. “He’s not dead until we see his body, D,” I said more softly. “We’ll find him.”
 
   Again, Dani agreed absently, but I could feel her mind screaming, could feel the knot of foreboding inside her fraying apart into loose filaments of flailing doubt and despair. I could feel her breaking.
 
   Jake and my dad will find him…they have to.
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   DANI
 
   NOVEMBER 28, 1AE
 
   The Farm, California
 
    
 
   This feeling.
 
   This lost, sick, desolate, I-don’t-understand, why-won’t-it-just-stop, I-can’t-go-on-like-this feeling was too much.
 
   After losing Cam, I never thought I’d feel like this again. Or, at least, I’d hoped I would never feel like this again. But I’d been an idiot to hope. I was starting to think that in times like these, anybody who hoped for anything at all was an idiot.
 
   What was the point of hoping? Of even trying? The chance to live in a world where we had to fight for everything? A world where every single scrap of food had to be wrestled from the ground or hunted from the last vestiges of our dead civilization or stolen from others who were, like me, just trying to survive? This world, this life…it was sick. Broken. Pointless.
 
   This world had no more room for hope.
 
   I couldn’t help but think back to my conversation with Becca just a few days earlier. I couldn’t help but think I’d been wrong, that love wasn’t worth it. That it wasn’t worth this. And I couldn’t help but hate myself for thinking it.
 
   Did she foresee this? I squeezed my eyes shut and swallowed loudly. Did she know this was going to happen? Did she let this happen based on my answers? Did I let this happen? I thought I should’ve been angry, should’ve been storming off to confront her. I should’ve been, but I couldn’t seem to muster the strength to do anything.
 
   “You’re shivering,” Zoe murmured, wrapping the comforter from her bed around us both more tightly. We were in the room she and Jake shared on the second floor of the farmhouse. It was minimal but comfortable, and Zoe’s side of the room was cluttered with her clothes, a sight that was strangely soothing. I was glad to be there, or as glad as I could be to be anywhere. Mostly, I was just glad to be out of the cottage, the home Jason and I had made our own. It was unbearable to be surrounded by our things when there was no certainty that it would ever be our home again.
 
   “I can go find another blanket,” Zoe said and scooted to the edge of the bed. “We have to get you warmed up.”
 
   I grabbed her elbow. “Don’t go.” I didn’t want to be alone. I didn’t want much at the moment, but being alone was last among a bevy of shitty options—remembering the slick, sticky feel of Jason’s blood on my skin and the burn in my muscles and lungs as I ran, replaying what had happened and what I could’ve done differently, despising myself for being too stupid or panicked or weak-willed to go against Jason’s orders and stay with him. Besides finding Jason’s body, I’d never wanted anything less than being alone.
 
   Because if we never found his body, there was still a chance that he was alive. At least, in my heart there was, even if my mind disagreed. There was too much blood…
 
   Zoe hugged me more tightly, tucking my head under her chin and rubbing her hand up and down my arm. “He’s missing, D, that’s all.” She sighed. “The only blood we found was on you…” Not even Jack or Cooper had been able to pick up Jason’s scent in the woods, not under all the rain, and though the animals who’d been in the vicinity at the time recalled a struggle between two-legs, they’d either scattered during the struggle or hadn’t cared enough to pay attention to what happened after. Their memories didn’t work like ours, but the fact that none of them could definitively say one way or the other whether there’d been a couple of dead two-legs in the woods after the struggle made a valiant effort at giving me hope. Sickening, poisonous hope.
 
   “Mmphhh.” I squeezed my eyes shut, unwilling to give in to the tears again. Because the tears were the all-encompassing kind. I was in full-on, no-holds-barred ugly cry mode, and I was exhausted. My abdomen—my entire torso—ached from the intensity of my sobs, my face was raw and puffy, and my eyes felt like they’d doubled in size. I’d already scared off everyone but Zoe, Annie, and Jack, the latter two being curled up on the foot of the bed.
 
   Zoe inhaled, held her breath for several seconds like she was going to say something, then exhaled. And then she did it again.
 
   “What, Zo?” I didn’t bother pulling away to look at her. I knew she could hear the exhaustion in my voice, knew she could already feel everything I was feeling. She didn’t need to see my face.
 
   “Well…with Jason gone—”
 
   “Gone?” Was she finally giving in to the inevitable?
 
   “Missing,” she amended. “With Jason missing, I was just thinking about your drifting. Have you thought about what you’re going to do when your Ability returns?”
 
   Let it take me. Give in. Be free. Let go…
 
   “No,” I said. I lied. “With everything else, I just…” I sniffled, giving my thoughts a moment to catch up. I just needed a moment. “I forgot about it,” I said—lied, again. The possibility of losing myself in the mind and body of another creature was the only thing keeping me from losing it completely. When my Ability finally came back online, I’d be able to escape from myself…from my friends…from my misery, at least for a little while.
 
   Zoe was quiet for a moment. “Maybe we should ask the New Bodega council if they know of anyone else who can null, or maybe if we—”
 
   “There’s no need,” I said hollowly. “It’s not like I can drift right now anyway. Maybe by the time it’s a problem, we’ll have found him,” I added, drawing on her certainty that we’d find him alive rather than mine that we wouldn’t. “And if we haven’t, I can use it as another way to search for him.” And search for her, I thought, the desire for vengeance denting the barrier of shock numbing my heart.
 
   I felt more than heard Zoe’s breath hitch. “D…it could be days, longer even, before we find him.”
 
   And if we don’t find him, it won’t matter, I didn’t say.
 
   Zoe took a deep breath. “Gabe might be able to help, too.”
 
   That was Zoe. Always with the plans and definitive action and a goal in mind. Sure, she was creative in ways I would never be and saw the world in colors I couldn’t even imagine, but she was also a planner, and a damn determined one. Me, on the other hand…
 
   “I’ll make it work.”
 
   “D—”
 
   My stomach lurched, and I groaned. “Oh God…” Weakly, I extracted myself from Zoe’s embrace. “I think I’m gonna be sick.” I stumbled around the foot of the bed, rousing both Annie and Jack, and managed to make it down the hallway and into the bathroom before the actual heaves began. I collapsed onto my knees and sagged against the toilet, my face hanging over the bowl and my eyes closed.
 
   Mere seconds had passed before Zoe’s fingers, cool and steady, brushed across my forehead. “You don’t feel feverish; just a little clammy.” She somehow managed to wrangle my wild mane with her fingers and gather my hair at the base of my skull. “It’s probably because you haven’t eaten anything. I’ll ask Chris to—”
 
   “No.” I swallowed repeatedly, hating the metallic taste my suddenly overabundant saliva had taken on. It reminded me too much of the taste of Jason’s blood on my lips. I gagged a few more times. “I can’t eat. I’ll just throw it up, and what’s the point in that?” Another gag. I spat into the toilet, then flushed away the acidic liquid that had been all that was in my stomach. “We can’t afford to waste food like that.”
 
   “Well, we can’t afford to lose you, either,” Zoe snapped. “And if you starve yourself, that’s exactly what’ll happen.”
 
   I rested my cheek on the cool toilet seat. It was hardly sanitary, but in that moment, I really didn’t care. It was cool, and cool felt soothing…like Zoe’s fingers. Cool was good…nice…
 
   “D…I’m sorry. I just…” Zoe blew out her breath. “I hate this.”
 
   “I know,” I said weakly. “Me too.”
 
   “Think you’ve got it all out of you?”
 
   I nodded without raising my head.
 
   “Alright, come on.” Taking hold of my elbow with one hand and the side of my waist with the other, Zoe hauled me to my feet. “Let’s get you to bed. I’ll get you a cool rag, and then sleep’s bound to make even this fucked-up situation seem a little brighter.”
 
   I nodded, knowing full well that sleep, like food, wasn’t on the menu for me. Not today. Not until my Ability returned and drifting was the inevitable result of trying to sleep. I knew what nightmares awaited me in my dreams. I’d fought this battle before, and I had the mental and emotional scars to prove it.
 
   Besides, it wasn’t like I’d be able to fall asleep anyway.
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   ZOE
 
   DECEMBER 1, 1AE
 
   The Farm, California
 
    
 
   Dani’s room was washed in what little moonlight shone through the cloud-garnished sky, filling the small cottage bedroom with a murky haze that held so much more than night: anguish—desperation—confusion—disbelief. I was lying on top of Dani’s bed, her in my arms and wrapped in Grams’s quilt. It was my first night home after a few days of helping to search for Jason. I was supposed to be resting, I wanted to rest, but I couldn’t.
 
   As hard as it was to be in her and Jason’s room, both of us surrounded by images and memories of them—of Jason—and sleeping in the bed he’d made for her, I knew it had become the only way for her to be close to him—to cope.
 
   We’d been lying there for hours, some of the time in silence, some with ear-splitting sobs filling the room, but not one passing minute was absent the foreboding truth: she saw him dying. His body was gone, at least nowhere we could find, and there was still no sign of the woman.
 
   Dani shivered, not from cold or fatigue, but from raw emptiness. I wrapped my arms more tightly around her. I’d kept my mind open for Jason’s for days, and now for all the others’ minds too, should something happen while they were away, still searching, still hoping. So, I knew the instant the small search party returned home. And I knew that, like our first outing, they didn’t have Jason—dead or alive.
 
   Thankfully, my knowing, silent tears were shrouded in darkness, so Dani couldn’t see them. “D,” I rasped. I could feel the numbness setting in as she battled the oblivion that had been inching its way in since the moment we’d arrived in the forest, only to find Jason nowhere in sight.
 
   Slowly, I sat up and peered down at her silhouette. She made no sound or movement to indicate that she’d even heard me. “Dani?”
 
   Finally, and ever so minutely, she shifted her head to look at me. “I know they’re back. You should go see them.”
 
   I blinked in surprise. I hadn’t realized her Ability had returned. I nodded. “I’ll be right back, okay? Keep the blanket around you…stay warm.”
 
   Her head inched downward.
 
   “I’ll get another blanket from the house, too,” I said, which was only half the truth. “Do you need anything?”
 
   Her head inched to the left and then to the right.
 
   I wasn’t sure Dani was really registering much of what I was saying. I leaned down and kissed her forehead before tucking the blanket more snugly around her. “I’ll be back.”
 
   Climbing off her bed, I pulled my long sleeves over my fingers and wrapped my arms around myself. I padded out of the bedroom and toward the creaky front door, where I sensed Jake approaching. Quietly, I opened the door. I was unsurprised to feel his remorse and concern surround me once I stepped outside.
 
   The gnawing wind whipped by us as we stood only inches apart, but my focus was on the light emanating from inside the farmhouse, on rain-soaked buildings and overgrown grasses and the mud-puddled gravel drive nearby…I was focused everywhere but on Jake’s solemn expression cast in moon shadows.
 
   “There was no sign of him or the woman in town. I checked Cotati and Rohnert Park,” Jake said, defeat radiating from him. In his mind, I saw images of blood-spattered walls in abandoned buildings, of discarded food wrappers blowing around and tire tracks on the roads, but there was nothing specific to Jason, nothing he’d left behind for us to find, and no sighting of a woman who even remotely resembled the picture I’d drawn from Dani’s memory. There was nothing even remotely promising.
 
   Even though I knew the answer, I had to ask anyway. “The dogs, they didn’t find anything?”
 
   Jake shook his head and stepped closer, his booted toe touching my slipper. I didn’t like the enormity of our mingling emotions. I didn’t like what his dulling confidence felt like. I wanted to push him away, to tell him to look harder, that Jason had to be somewhere and even if the woman had him, they couldn’t have traveled so far. But I couldn’t push Jake away; I couldn’t do anything, but finally let go. And finally, I cried.
 
   When my knees grew too weak and my legs gave out, Jake caught me. I couldn’t be strong for Dani and hold back my tears anymore, not when the truth that my brother had been taken from me, from my family, began to finally sink in. “He’s dead,” I said quietly, hope nothing but ash on my tongue.
 
   “We’ll keep looking, Zoe,” Jake said as I sat curled and crumpled in his arms. I gripped his jacket, pressing my face against him to muffle my sobs.
 
   I thought about the day Jason and I had opened the box, the day he’d told me, after so many years, why he had such a hard time looking at me. You look exactly like her. That was the day we learned the first, earth-shattering secret about our family.
 
   I thought about the flashes of concern and amusement I’d seen in his eyes when I’d lost my memory, about the way we’d finally found some semblance of family and understanding in one another.
 
   I thought about the stacks of plans he’d drawn up over the months we’d all been settling in, getting too comfortable—too happy—that were sitting on the edge of the dining room table, waiting to be deciphered. We’d become partners in documenting this new life we’d embarked on together—a life that he was no longer a part of.
 
   We’ve only just become a family again…
 
   I thought about our mom, about our dad. I thought about Dani.
 
   The wind whirled around Jake and me, its taunting howl echoing through my head despite Jake’s sheltering embrace. He moved, trying to pick me up, but I didn’t want to go inside. “No,” I rasped and clung to him more tightly. “Please…” I didn’t want Dani to see me like this, couldn’t look at my dad…
 
   Thankfully, Jake didn’t argue. We sat there on the cottage’s stoop, Jake holding me under the awning that barely staved off the drizzling threat of rain. I shut out his emotions and lost myself to my own. Nothing seemed right, nothing made sense. How could everything have gone so terribly, horribly wrong?
 
   When my throat was raw from gasping for air and my eyes burned from too many tears, I let out a steadying breath and blinked my eyes open again. The horizon was washed in a pale gray that gave way to ominous black clouds shifting above us. I wasn’t sure how long we’d been outside, me wrapped in the warmth and protection of Jake’s arms, but I knew that if Dani was still awake, she’d be wondering where I was, why I’d abandoned her. Part of me thought she should know I was no longer hopeful, but then I realized she already did. She had to. Dani already knew he was dead; she’d said so a hundred times, though I didn’t want to listen.
 
   It just doesn’t make any sense… More often than not the thought brought me hope, but as the minutes, hours, and days passed, hope became little more than a puff of cold air, too fleeting to hold on to much longer.
 
   I straightened in Jake’s arms and let out a deep breath as I wiped the remaining wetness from my raw nose and cheeks. Gently, he brushed the dampened hair from my swollen face. I wished I knew how to make him feel less like he’d failed.
 
   “You’ve—” I cleared the hoarseness from my voice. “You’ve done all you can, Jake. More than I could’ve asked of you. Thank you.”
 
   He stared down at me, his eyes filled with a desperation to make everything better…to find his friend.
 
   I cleared my throat again and peered toward the farmhouse. “How’s my dad holding up?” I needed to know but feared what I would glean if I let my mind find his.
 
   Jake hesitated. “I’m not sure he’s come in from the stable yet,” he said, his voice soft and his expression as weary as my own must’ve been.
 
   My eyes skirted behind Jake, toward the stable. It seemed more dilapidated and imposing than usual. “I should go talk to him,” I said with a sniff. “I should make sure he’s alright.”
 
   Jake nodded.
 
   Then I remembered Dani, alone inside the cottage. “I should check on Dani first. I shouldn’t have left her alone for so long. She’s been doing a little better with me home.”
 
   “Go talk to your dad,” Jake said, pulling me into his arms once more. He kissed my forehead. “I’ll ask Camille or Mase to check on her.”
 
   I peered into the cottage window, uncertain why I’d hoped to see a light on inside. “You should send Chris. She’ll help Dani feel better.”
 
   Jake’s arms loosened and he shook his head.
 
   I frowned.
 
   “She went with Sanchez and Grayson to New Bodega.”
 
   “Oh,” I said on a sigh. I hadn’t heard them leave.
 
   “Chris wanted to check in with the Counsel again, to find out more about the traders, and Grayson thought the townspeople might have seen or heard something the last couple days. They wanted to make a trip before your dad, Harper, and I left again.”
 
   “Good idea,” I said, exhausted, and I squeezed his hand. “I’ll just talk to my dad later. Go get some rest,” I said, taking a deep breath as I readied myself to head back inside. “I’ll be out in a bit.” When Jake nodded, I exhaled, trying to breathe out the tightness in my heart and chest.
 
   The cottage was quiet when I went inside. I hoped, for a brief second, that Dani might’ve finally found comfort in sleep. But that hope quickly diminished as I realized she was drifting, lost in the auroral morning far away from here.
 
   And she was glowing.
 
    
 
   ~~~~~
 
    
 
   Standing at one of the square, rustic windows in Dani’s bedroom, the curtains drawn to the side, I stared out at the farm that was finally less dreary. It was almost bright with afternoon sunshine. I felt a momentary lightness until my dad descended the steps of the farmhouse porch, shoulders slumped as he lumbered toward the barn.
 
   I knew he was heading to the woodshop he and Jason had commandeered at the far end of the structure, where there were cobwebbed windows providing ample light to whittle in, a sturdy old table that passed as a decent workbench, and enough room to store discarded and forgotten pieces of wood that they would inevitably turn into something breathtakingly beautiful. It was a small space of their own that was tucked just far enough out of the way that it felt like it existed in its own manageable little world. It was one of the few remaining connections my dad had to Jason, something I’d only just realized. I watched the increasing urgency in his steps, like he couldn’t retreat inside his safe haven, his private world, fast enough.
 
   My eyes began to sting. I ventured a glance at Dani, who was curled up with Annie on the bed, the small child nestled in her arms as they both drifted, searching for Jason in an entirely different way.
 
   Nausea made my stomach clench and roll with unease. Dani was glowing again—a soft champagne-colored halo that illuminated her as she slept. I squeezed my eyes shut. Pull it together, Zoe. I probably needed more sleep, but not now, not when every time I closed my eyes I saw the void in my dad’s eyes all over again and pictured Jason’s childhood room, barren and lonely as I stood inside of it, waiting for him to come home. Pull it together.
 
   Knowing I needed to get out of the cottage, out of the confines of Jason’s house and away from Dani, I snuck out through the front door and headed outside. Of their own accord, my feet followed my dad’s path, and I made my way into the barn.
 
   My dad had barely spoken to me the previous day, when I’d tried to talk to him. He was in complete denial that Jason was anything other than okay, holed up somewhere and waiting for us to find him. At least, that was the façade everyone else saw. But everyone else couldn’t sense the truth, not like me. Deep down, my dad wasn’t so sure of anything. He knew that whatever had happened, our family would be forever changed—that there would be another irreparable hole inside him he could never fill.
 
   I took my time crossing the driveway, needing to collect myself before we found ourselves standing in silence, both trying to be strong when all we really wanted was to wake up from the nightmare that had become our lives. I wanted him to talk to me; I needed him to. I needed his reassurance that he was going get through this, but I was in no hurry to drum up everything I’d been trying to keep contained over the past seven days, that I’d been trying to keep manageable.
 
   What worried me most was that my dad was supposed to be resting, but when a steady hammering emanated from inside the barn, it was clear rest wasn’t something he wanted. Woodworking helped calm him down and let him think beyond his emotions, that much I knew about him. He’d always been that way. Jason, too.
 
   A slight breeze picked up, sending a flood of chills over my skin despite the warmth of the sun. I stepped into the workshop, stopping a couple yards behind my dad in the shadows of the rafters and the hanging tools and contraptions adorning them. I watched as he pounded with more force than was necessary—over and over—on the frame of a large oak cabinet. When he was done with the hammering, he tore off a piece of sandpaper and went to scrubbing the raw wooden surface with even more fervor.
 
   I bit at the inside of my cheek. For some reason, my tethers of strength were shredded at the realization that my dad and Jason were more alike than they’d ever admit.
 
   My dad sanded harder and more furiously, desperation pinching his features into a scowl.
 
   “Dad,” I said quietly.
 
   Lost. He was lost and grasping onto what little sanity remained, I could feel his desperation turning into fear and anguish and rage. I called his name again, but he didn’t stop or slow. It was like he hadn’t registered I was in the room at all. His graying hair fell into his eyes, and sweat beaded on his brow. Purposely or not, he was shutting me out, just like he’d always done.
 
   “Dad,” I breathed out shakily, wrapping my arms more tightly around myself. I couldn’t ignore the distance that grew between us as I stood only a few feet away from him. I didn’t want to lose him too, on top of everything else. I couldn’t. “Daddy…”
 
   Finally, he stopped, his chest heaving and his eyes softening as he took in the sight of me. I wiped a straggling tear from my cheek and covered my eyes with my hand, unable to stop the rest of the hot tears I wished would wait just a little while longer. I wanted to disappear.
 
   “It’s—” I choked on a sob. “It’s happening again, isn’t it?” Seeing him so upset, so closed off from me, was more than I could bear. “I’m going to lose you, too.” I sniffled, one hand crossed over my stomach, gripping onto my side almost painfully as I tried to keep myself rooted—keep myself standing—the other hand still shielding my tears. I didn’t want to upset my dad more than he already was, but I couldn’t stop the racking sobs that threatened to drop me to my knees.
 
   “Oh, sweetheart,” my dad said, and before I knew it, his arms were around me and he was holding me. “I’m so sorry,” he could barely say, emotion choking his words until they were little more than a croak.
 
   I wrapped my arms around him, gripping his jacket as I tried to hold on to the last person I had left in my family. “Why does this keep happening?” I wept, feeling like a little girl in need of her dad all over again. Only this time, he was actually here with me, comforting me.
 
   My dad’s arms tightened around me. “I don’t know,” he said, sounding defeated. He laid his cheek against my forehead. “I don’t know.” He took a deep breath and then another, though it didn’t seem to help him reel in his fear and sadness, his anger and confusion. His tears dampened my hair, and I could feel his chest heaving with each escaped sob.
 
   “I can’t lose you again,” I whispered, trying to catch my breath. “Not like last time.”
 
   “Shhh,” he crooned. “You won’t lose me again, Zoe. I promise. You won’t lose me again.” He held my shoulders and stepped back, using his thumbs to wipe the tears from under my eyes. “I need you too, you know?” He made no empty promises or reassurances that everything would be okay, but the fact that he was standing there with me, completely vulnerable, was somehow reassuring enough. He wiped the dampness from under his eyes and offered me a weak smile.
 
   “Hey, Tom, what do you know about the San Rafael area—” Gabe stopped mid-step and glanced back and forth between us. “Oh, uh, sorry. I didn’t mean to, uh…”
 
   I stepped back, the blood draining from my face as I looked at him. “No…”
 
   “No what?” Gabe looked confused until his widened eyes narrowed and he frowned. “What is it?”
 
   Like Dani, Gabe was surrounded by color. A light purple haze so soft it was almost gray surrounded him. “You—you’re glowing.”
 
   Gabe straightened, taken aback. “I beg your pardon, I’m what?”
 
   I took another step backward. “I think I’m finally losing my mind.” My hands clenched and unclenched at my sides, and I couldn’t help what was probably a gaping, horror-stricken expression.
 
   “Come, sit down, sweetheart.” My dad led me over to a rusted folding chair. “You’re just tired. You need to rest—”
 
   “What do you mean, ‘glowing,’ Zoe?” Gabe asked, his eyes narrowing as he stepped closer. “What does it look like?”
 
   I let out a slightly strangled laugh and dabbed my damp eyes with my sleeve. Of course Gabe—the mad scientist, so to speak—was curious, not condemning. “It’s glowing all around you,” I said dryly. “A lavender, pulsating light.” I stared at my dad for a moment, seeing no colorful glow surrounding him. “Why does this keep happening to me,” I said under my breath. When Gabe’s right eyebrow rose, I explained. “Dani was glowing, too.”
 
   “Really?” Gabe widened his stance and crossed his arms over his chest. “And when did that start?”
 
   My dad’s grip tightened on my shoulder in supportive reassurance.
 
   “A couple days ago—” I hesitated, wondering if that was true. “At least, I think it was a couple days ago. I’ve been seeing colors around people off and on lately, but I’m not sure this is the same thing. I had a concussion the first time, I think, so I’m not sure that counts.” My eyes widened. “Do you think it was more than a concussion? What if I have brain damage?” I knew it wasn’t likely, but at the same time, I felt a tad desperate for answers.
 
   Gabe didn’t seem convinced. “Not if it’s only Dani—and now me—that you’ve seen these glowing colors around.”
 
   I glanced from him to my dad and back, the inside of my cheek raw from pulling it between my teeth. “Do you think I’m losing my mind?” I was beginning to grow seriously concerned.
 
   “You’re not losing your mind, sweetheart.” My dad let out a soft chuckle and patted my knee.
 
   Thankfully, Gabe shook his head as well, a small smile quirking the side of his mouth, which made me feel a little better. “I don’t think it’s quite that bad yet, Zoe.” He studied my face, like the answers to my puzzling mind were etched someplace only he could see. “There’s been a lot going on this past week, and with you experiencing everyone else’s emotions…it’s more than you’re used to. It makes sense that your Ability might be attempting to cope with the onslaught by transforming the emotional input it receives into something you can sense in a more traditional way.”
 
   “So it’ll probably go away,” I prompted.
 
   Gabe shrugged. “There’s no way to know for sure. This could be your Ability evolving, or it could just be your mind’s way of coping, like I said. Give me some time to study these changes, then I’ll have some answers for you…hopefully. Unfortunately,” he said, his gaze shifting back and forth between my dad and me, “let’s just say that if this has anything to do with the influx of strong emotions, I don’t think it’ll go away any time soon. Not with everything going on around here.”
 
   I felt a small anvil sink to the pit of my stomach. I didn’t want to think about how long our world would be turned upside down, inside out, and wrung out and exposed. Clearing my throat, I asked, “But why colors? Why are people glowing? That doesn’t even seem connected to emotions…at all.”
 
   Gabe started to shake his head, like he wasn’t sure. “Could be a form of synesthesia, I suppose…” He paused. “Maybe if we think of your Ability in terms of changing energy levels and intensity—” Gabe stopped, his brow furrowed. “What? Why are you smiling?”
 
   I hadn’t realized I was. “I’m just remembering the last time you provided me with the bruised peach analogy, and an hour later my mind was being ripped open and all my monsters were jumping out at me.”
 
   Gabe feigned amusement. “Analogies help me process, okay? Besides, I was right, wasn’t I?” Crouching down a few feet from me, one arm draped over a knee, Gabe started to draw in the layer of sawdust covering the workshop floor with the other. “Now, if we consider the fact that your Ability is emotion-driven, that it likely picks up on other people’s raw energy and brainwaves…” He drew what looked like a prism with wavelengths coming out of it, letters—which I assumed represented colors—in each section he drew. “Energy and light…color…” he muttered to himself.
 
   Gabe squinted up at me. “If we consider the increase in everyone’s emotional output—especially the intensity of Dani’s,” he said, and his voice dropped as the brightness of his eyes slightly dimmed. He took a deep breath. “It could be that you are, in a sense, seeing people’s emotions now, not just feeling them. Maybe like the intensity—the frequency—is reaching new levels and creating an energy source strong enough that your mind is processing it the only way it knows how…the way the vision centers in our brains process light and color.”
 
   “But Dani’s color hasn’t changed with her emotions,” I countered, realizing instantly how strange it was that Dani had “a color” to begin with. “It’s been the same since it first appeared.”
 
   Gabe ran his fingers through his long, blond hair. “I don’t know. It’s just a theory. I could be wrong…wouldn’t be the first time.”
 
   “Or,” my dad said, and Gabe and I both looked at him, “maybe it’s not necessarily her emotions you’re seeing. You’ve been able to feel people on an intrinsic level since you got your memory back—who they are, what they’ve done, their fears and passions and everything they don’t want you to know about them, all of it in the forefront of your mind if you want it to be.” His eyes narrowed. “If Gabe’s right, then maybe your Ability is allowing you not only to feel their emotions and who they are, deep down, but to actually see who they are now.” He pointed down to Gabe’s sketch on the floor. “Maybe this visible energy Gabe’s talking about isn’t for each heightened emotion, but is a manifestation of the basic, raw connection you have with each of them.”
 
   “Which would be even more interesting,” Gabe piped in. “We’re always giving off energy, right? It’s what animates our bodies, after all. You’ve already tapped into our frequencies, so to speak—maybe now you can see them.”
 
   “You mean, like an aura?” I asked.
 
   “I don’t really know. I guess, yeah. I mean, considering the general state of genetic instability the rest of us are in, I wouldn’t rule out any possibilities at this point.” He shrugged. “It’s different for you, being second-generation. Your body didn’t mutate spontaneously; you were born this way. Your Ability may have remained dormant until triggered by Wes’s clever little genetic stowaway in the Virus, but you were born with a body physically and mentally equipped to handle your Ability. Your situation is unique, which makes it extremely difficult for me to diagnose what’s happening to you.” He scratched the stubble on his jaw. “If this new element of your Ability goes away, I guess we’ll have an answer…or, at least, part of one.”
 
   “And that would be…” I hedged. I was still struggling to wrap my mind around what exactly they were trying to explain.
 
   “To put it simply, Zoe,” Gabe said with an exhale, “you’re stressed out—at max capacity—and it’s showing through your Ability, for better or worse.”
 
   With a grunt, I let out an exhale of my own. My dad’s eyes were pensive and waiting. I could tell he anticipated a less-than-ideal reaction from me. But I was almost beyond the ability to react.
 
   Gabe turned his head slightly to the side, also waiting for a response.
 
   After a moment, I threw my hands up. “Well, then I guess that’s settled,” I said, standing. They both looked at me, expectantly. “I need a drink.”
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   DANI
 
   DECEMBER 7, 1AE
 
   The Farm, California
 
    
 
   I stabbed my trowel into the soil, taking out my irritation, my anger, on the defenseless earth. I inhaled deeply, the dark, rich smell of damp soil at the peak of fertility filling my nostrils, then huffed, “I will find you…whatever your name is.” I’d spent every night for the past week using my drifting time to search for Jason and her. But despite the keener senses of the animals whose bodies I’d shared, I’d found nothing. Zilch. Nada.
 
   I stabbed the earth once more.
 
   Jack trotted toward me between two rows of raised soil, mud caked in his fur. He shook himself off enthusiastically, then planted himself butt-first well within my personal space. His nose was wet and cool, but his tongue was warm. And slimy.
 
   “Seriously?” I raised my shoulder to wipe my slobbered-on cheek against my hoodie, but his presence was far from unwelcome.
 
   “Mother…upset.” Jack’s deep mental voice was somber. “But I am here.” He scooted even closer—though how that was possible, I wasn’t sure—and nuzzled my neck, the side of my face, my hair. He was dead set on making sure that I knew I wasn’t alone, that I knew he was with me. The animals had been big on that kind of thing since Jason’s disappearance. They’d become my lifeline. Them, and Zoe. But then hadn’t that always been the case?
 
   I set a baby spinach plant down in the shallow hole I’d dug and turned to wrap my arms around my dog. “I know, Sweet Boy,” I told Jack both aloud and telepathically. “I know. And I love you so much.”
 
   He stood partway, the entire back half of his body wiggling with his overenthusiastic tail wag. “Run with me?”
 
   I stared into his amber eyes, knowing full well that he didn’t want me to throw down my trowel and launch into a sprint alongside him; he wanted me to drift into him, to mentally and spiritually run with him. “Later, Sweet Boy.” Looking away, I reached for another spinach plant with one hand and my trowel with the other. “I’ve got work to do right now.”
 
   Without Jason around to null my Ability while I slept, I’d had no choice but to run with Jack—drifting into his mind and that of countless other animals—every night. As a result, restful sleep had become a foreign concept to me once again and nausea a standard facet of daily life, along with fatigue, shaking hands, and an inability to concentrate on much besides when I might be able to drift again.
 
   The animals’ minds offered a refuge not only from the concerned stares of my friends but also from the mental, emotional, and physical exhaustion that had become my status quo. I was a wreck, a junkie; I knew it, and I knew that the others were keeping a close eye on me for that very reason. But there really was nothing I could do about it. And considering that it was the most effective way I could assist in the search, there wasn’t much I wanted to do about it. I wished I knew how Annie managed to survive by only drifting, never sleeping, but I doubted it was anything replicable. Chris and Gabe hypothesized that it had something to do with the fact that Annie’s brain was still developing, and because it was still so malleable, it was able to adapt to her Ability. Unlike my developed, unmalleable brain…
 
   Jack whimpered and once again planted himself essentially on my boot.
 
   I sighed. “What is it, Sweet Boy?”
 
   “Angry…sad…scared…lost…” His whine was high-pitched and heartbreaking. “Don’t want to leave you alone.”
 
   I gently buried the little spinach plant’s bundle of roots, then leaned my head on Jack’s muddy, furry shoulder. “I’m never alone,” I whispered. “Not when you’re around.”
 
   And it was the absolute truth. I’d yet to find an animal I couldn’t communicate with, but my connection to some was much stronger than my connection to others. And with Jack and Wings, especially with all of the time I’d spent wholly submerged in their minds lately, it was almost impossible for me to separate myself from either of them completely. We were well and truly tied together. And I didn’t mind it one bit.
 
   “Now go help Annie,” I said, raising my head and nodding toward the orchard some fifty yards from the vegetable garden. Despite the many things that we shared with our neighboring farm friends—the Re-gens and the Tahoe clan—the orchard and garden were hands-off to anyone who didn’t live in the farmhouse or cottage and would hopefully one day produce all of our personal fruits and vegetables, as well as the herbs and other plants Harper and I were growing for medicinal purposes.
 
   I scanned the dormant apple, plum, and cherry trees until I spotted Annie’s blonde head. I’d been able to sense her mental signature, but her little forest-green raincoat allowed her to melt right into the background of overgrown companion plants—hyssop, yarrow, and chives, for the most part—as she crawled around on the ground in search of earthworms. She was a small child on a mission, and her focus was commendable.
 
   “Go,” I repeated, and Jack obeyed with only the slightest hesitation.
 
   I returned to my work, digging, planting, burying, over and over again. I lost myself in the cathartic motions, finding the ache that settled into my hands a pleasant distraction. I’d opted not to wear gloves, and the sensation of my fingers digging into the cool, damp soil, of the dirt lodging under my fingernails, made me feel connected to the earth…to everything. Even to Jason, wherever he was. Alive or…not.
 
   “Stop it,” I said under my breath.
 
   “You shouldn’t be out here, D.”
 
   I started, nearly tearing the root bundle of a spinach plant in two. It wasn’t easy for people to sneak up on me, what with my ability to sense their minds and all, but Zoe’d been making a habit of it lately. Or maybe it was that I’d been making a habit of being more or less oblivious to my surroundings.
 
   “Sorry.” Zoe gingerly stepped over the row of freshly planted spinach and knelt in the dirt facing me. “Thought you heard me.”
 
   I shrugged, then continued my work. “You’re getting your jeans dirty.”
 
   She ignored my comment. “Have you eaten anything today?” There was a sharp edge to her voice, an accusatory tone that told me she already knew the answer.
 
   Again, I shrugged.
 
   “I thought we made a deal, D.” She sounded exasperated. “Until you’re able to keep some food down, you rest inside. What happens if you pass out or get sick while you’re out here, alone?”
 
   I tucked another baby plant into its earthy cradle. Zoe’s long, slender fingers wrapped around my wrist, preventing me from reaching for another plant. “Have you heard a single word I’ve said?” She squeezed, her nails digging into the inside of my wrist. “Jesus, D, do you even care?”
 
   I breathed in and out. In and out. In and out. And then I raised my gaze to meet hers.
 
   Zoe’s tone, her words, the hurt swimming around in her eyes—this was one of those moments that was a surefire trigger to tears. Or it would have been a week ago, maybe. But now all I felt was emptiness, and a need to push…to work…to do and do and do until all of my muscles ached and my brain wasn’t capable of thinking or feeling anymore. Until I was no longer capable of remembering that day.
 
   Until I was no longer in danger of thinking about that day.
 
   Zoe sighed, and I could tell her patience was thinning. “Why don’t we find something for you to do inside at least?” It wasn’t really a question. “Come on,” Zoe said, her voice somehow both soft and firm. “Let’s get you cleaned up.” She pulled me up to my feet. I offered no resistance, not that I would’ve been able to fend her off anyway. With all of her physical training over the past year, she’d become almost as indomitable as Chris and Sanchez.
 
   “Annie…” I glanced back as Zoe led me toward the cottage with an arm around my shoulders and a hand latched onto my elbow. My little wild child had abandoned her hunt for earthworms in favor of a game of tag with Jack and Cooper. And I was pretty sure a pair of ravens had joined the fun.
 
   The ghost of a smile touched my lips.
 
   “Becca made chicken noodle soup and biscuits for lunch,” Zoe said as we entered the cottage. We both removed our muddy boots just inside the door. I was quickly escorted to the table, where Zoe all but forced me down into a chair. “Want me to bring you some?” She hustled around the small kitchen taking up one corner of the cottage’s front room, filling up a teapot from one of the gallon water jugs on the tile counter and hanging it on one of the iron hooks Jason had affixed to the inside of the hearth in the attached living room.
 
   “I tasted the broth right before I came outside.” Zoe knelt in front of the fireplace, taking pieces of firewood from the stack piled high against the wall and arranging them on the embers still burning from the fire I’d started earlier that morning. She glanced over her shoulder, her eyes lingering on me just long enough for me to catch a glimpse of her anguish. “It’s really good. You should try it.”
 
   “I don’t think—” But I cut my refusal short when Zoe bowed her head after setting one final piece of firewood on the burgeoning blaze. “Sure. Soup sounds good.”
 
   But despite my acquiescence, Zoe’s head remained bowed. “Listen, D…I wanted to talk to you about, well—I think there’s something you’re forgetting.”
 
   I frowned.
 
   “Your memory of what happened that day…of what happened to Jason.” Slowly, she turned on her knees, her hands tangled together. “I was talking to my dad and Gabe about Abilities and how the mind works, and it got me thinking—I think that maybe you’ve blocked something from your mind, something important.” She took a deep breath. “Sort of like how my memories shut down to protect my mind from Clara, you know? It seems only natural, given your duress and the circumstances, that your mind might go into protective mode, saving you from something you’re not ready to deal with yet, and maybe you don’t remember all the details.”
 
   She paused, gauging my reaction, but she couldn’t see it. My heart clenched, and my stomach twisted.
 
   “But, we need to know, or at least, we need to find out if I’m right, if there really is something you’re forgetting or blocking.” Her blue-green eyes, brilliant with unshed tears, searched mine. “It could be a way for us to get some answers, and that’s something we all desperately need. What if you’ve forgotten something important—like maybe the woman said something we could use. Maybe Jason wasn’t as bad off as you thought, maybe—”
 
   Shaking, I stood and started pacing around the room. I felt trapped, a wild animal caged.
 
   “We can’t just keep going like this…not knowing. I can’t.”
 
   I wouldn’t do this, wouldn’t remember. I couldn’t remember. We were opposites in this, Zoe and I. She needed certainty; I needed possibility. “No, no, no, no, no, no, no, no,” I repeated under my breath.
 
   “D.”
 
   “I can’t.” I wove a chaotic path around the room. My breathing was quick and shallow, and my head was suddenly pounding. My eyes darted here and there, but I couldn’t manage to focus on a single thing. Nothing seemed real. Nothing felt tangible. Nothing was worth this desperation…this agony…this dread. “I can’t do this. I can’t go through it again, even—”
 
   “D!” Zoe stepped in front of me and grabbed my shoulders. “Stop this!” When I shook my head and attempted to break out of her hold, her hands only gripped me more tightly. “You have to stop! You’re scaring the shit out of me.”
 
   “I can’t!” I practically shrieked. “I don’t want to remember!”
 
   “So you’re saying you won’t help?” Zoe’s words were sharp, pointed, tactical. They cut a path straight to my heart.
 
   My mouth opened and closed several times. I wanted to appease her, wanted to give in. I wanted to do something—anything—that would wash the terror clear from her eyes. I wanted to be strong so badly. My shoulders slumped. “I can’t do it.”
 
   Zoe’s face, her entire demeanor, softened. “Because you’re afraid of what you’ll remember?”
 
   I blinked rapidly and stared up at the ceiling. “Yes. No. I don’t know.” I took a deep breath. “I see him, his blood, every time I close my eyes. Going through it all again, even just in my mind, I just—” I shook my head, desperate for her to understand. “I’m barely hanging on now, Zo…if you’re right and I’m repressing something worse, if I actually saw him die…” I inhaled shakily and squeezed my eyes shut.  “Knowing he’s gone is one thing, but seeing it again…” Opening my eyes, I looked at her. “It’ll be too much.”
 
   Zoe was quiet for a long moment. “But what if you remember something that’ll help us find him?” She paused again. “I could help you remember, if you want.”
 
   Slowly, I lowered my gaze, forcing myself to look at her. “I—” My chin trembled. “I’m not ready to find out if…” I took another deep breath. “I’m not ready. Not yet.”
 
   “Okay. We’ll talk about it later.” I could hear the disappointment in her voice, but a high-pitched whistle came from the fireplace, and Zoe released me to retrieve the teapot. “Let’s get you cleaned up and something warm in your belly, okay?”
 
   I nodded, unable to look her in the eye. I was too ashamed. 
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   ZOE
 
   DECEMBER 8, 1AE
 
   The Farm, California
 
    
 
   I was running in a dew-dampened field. The brisk morning air whipped through my hair, across my face. I felt the muscles in my legs growing weary and my lungs pushing and pulling for breath, greedy as my heart pumped. The rolling hills were my solace, the sound of muted thudding a methodic, soothing drum. I felt alive.
 
   But my hair was a mane of white and caramel, my body strong and built for exertion I’d never experienced before; my legs were long and…hooved. I wasn’t me. I was Wings.
 
   I was Dani.
 
   “Are you there?” The words were a whisper, not on the breeze that whooshed by my ears, but a voice inside my head, stirring me from an existence so foreign and liberating, I could almost ignore it.
 
   “Can you hear me?” The voice grew louder. “I can feel you…”
 
    
 
   I sat up in bed, disoriented as I registered my surroundings: the raw wood dresser across from me; the matching nightstand to my left, a full glass of water right where I’d left it; my robe in a heap on the floor beside me. I was in the cottage, in Dani’s bedroom, the first rays of morning illuminating the room.
 
   I tried to catch my breath. My mind was reeling from the dream, and I was a little shaken by the voice that had punctuated it. What just happened? I was certain I’d been drifting, or that I’d experienced Dani drifting as she lay beside me. It was an amazing feeling—primal and uninhibited. I could see why she no longer wanted to fight the urge, even if she had little choice.
 
   But the voice…it hadn’t been Dani’s. It had been a foreign voice, an unnerving, haunting voice that seemed too real to be a dream; it was a stranger’s whisper.
 
   I scoured the room, my mind seeking a presence in the house. A trail of chills roamed over my skin and a sinking feeling settled in my stomach, but there was no one in the cottage but Dani, Annie, Jack, and me.
 
   Letting out a deep breath, I reached my hand between the mattress and the box spring to retrieve the knife I’d stowed there, just in case. Although I’d never felt unsafe on the farm, I’d learned a long time ago that things could change far too quickly and unexpectedly to allow myself to ever be completely unprepared. Tucking my sheathed knife beneath my pillow for peace of mind, I glanced back down at Dani, lying beside me, and noticed she was glowing again.
 
   My eyes widened at first, then narrowed while I tried to embrace this new skill of mine. Rubbing my eyes, I focused on what looked like two different colors shimmering around her. I was still getting used to seeing one aura around her, so trying to comprehend two left me breathless and a little anxious.
 
   Beneath Dani’s pale golden glow was a fine, concentrated line of chartreuse, a green so vivid I could almost feel its freshness, its purity. With a sigh, I leaned back against the oak headboard, determined to understand and wrap my mind around the whole aura thing. Are they really emotions that I’m seeing? Intensifying, changing emotions? But Dani’s aura had never changed until now, and the colors in her aura hadn’t changed as much as separated from one color into two. There was no fading or brightening in shade. There were two completely different colors surrounding her.
 
   Dani let out a quiet groan and stirred in her sleep. She rolled over onto her side and pulled her knees in closer to her, hugging herself, almost like she was intuitively trying to keep herself safe. Her dainty hand settled on her stomach, rubbing it ever so slightly.
 
   It felt like a bolt of lightning came out of the sky and struck me where I sat. Some of the scattered pieces composed of the past handful of days began to fall into place—Dani’s ongoing nausea and trips to the bathroom, her fatigue and spiraling hormones, her dividing aura…all of it was more than a grief-stricken, broken heart.
 
   With a veil of tears blurring my vision, I reached out, gently shaking Dani back to her body. “D,” I said, uncertain whether the tightness in my chest was happiness or sadness, or a mixture of both. “Dani.” I shook her more vehemently. I didn’t want her waking up to me in hysterics. “Dani, come back.”
 
   Like she’d been stirred from sleep instead of from the mind of her equine friend, Dani blinked her eyes open and peered up at me. Her expression quickly pinched with worry. She sat up. “What is it? What’s wrong?” Her eyes searched my face in the dim light, quickly filling with dread.
 
   “D…” I breathed, trying to gauge what her reaction would be. I couldn’t help my smile or my tears, just as I couldn’t stop myself from saying, “I think you’re pregnant.” 
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   DANI
 
   DECEMBER 8, 1AE
 
   The Farm, California
 
    
 
   “I think you’re pregnant.”
 
   My heart stumbled for a couple beats. I opened my mouth, drew in a breath slowly, then pressed my lips together and frowned. “Zo…what are you talking about?” Yawning, I rubbed my eyes and flopped onto my back, grateful Zoe was just being ridiculous and wasn’t waking me up to deliver more bad news. Annie was locked in a snuggle ball with Jack on my right and, trying not to disturb them, I stretched my arms over my head and pointed my toes in as unobtrusive of a stretch as I could manage.
 
   “The nausea flare-ups, your wild emotions, your exhaustion…” Zoe’s voice was little more than a whisper.
 
   I squinted up at her; she was hovering over me, her face both flushed and tensed. She looked like she was holding back both tears and laughter simultaneously. “I don’t see why any of that means I’m pregnant,” I croaked, then cleared my throat. “Harper says it’s normal for a grieving person to experience—”
 
   “Your aura,” Zoe interrupted, shaking her head adamantly. “It’s split. And I heard a voice.” She struggled to keep her own voice down.
 
   My eyebrows rose. “My aura—” I studied her face, a mask of contradictions. “My aura’s split? And you heard a voice?” I couldn’t help the thick threads of skepticism laced throughout my words. “Since when are you into metaphysical aura stuff? I thought that was all too woo-woo for you.”
 
   Zoe pulled back, propping herself up in a somewhat sitting position with one hand. “I never said that.”
 
   I reached over and twirled one of Annie’s blonde ringlets around my index finger. “When we were in tenth grade and Grams told you your energy was out of balance and making your aura all whack-a-doo, I believe your exact words were, ‘No offense, Grams, but isn’t that a little woo-woo, even for you?’”
 
   Zoe scoffed. “I did not!”
 
   Pursing my lips, I speared her with my most level Grams-like stare.
 
   Zoe ran her fingers through her disheveled hair and exhaled in exasperation. “Well, I didn’t say it like that.”
 
   I snorted.
 
   “And it’s not like I can ignore the fact that you’re constantly glowing,” Zoe said, her gaze flicking to what I assumed was the glimmer around me. She took a deep breath. “For the past week or so, I’ve been seeing auras around you guys—or at least some of you.” A small, self-effacing smile touched her lips. “Well, it’s really only been you and Gabe, and maybe Jake and Sanchez, but still…yours was a golden glow—that’s all, just a steady, single golden glow—but now there’s another color underneath—green. It’s still surrounding you, but it’s more vibrant and defined. It’s just…different.”
 
   “That doesn’t mean I’m pregnant.”
 
   It was Zoe’s turn to settle a level stare on me.
 
   “I’m not pregnant!” My shrill denial roused the dog and little girl sleeping beside me, and I tossed them an apologetic smile. “Go on and snuggle up in your room, sweetie.”
 
   Jack and Annie groggily crawled off the bed and made their way down the hall.
 
   Lowering my voice and pitch, I looked at Zoe and repeated, “I’m not pregnant.”
 
   Curling her legs under herself, Zoe turned to face me fully and raised a single eyebrow. “Our cycles have been synced up almost perfectly for the past few months,” she said matter-of-factly. It was true and hardly surprising; with the close living and working proximity, the ladies of the farm had all slipped into the same monthly cycle.
 
   “And my period started three days ago.” Zoe cocked her head to the side. “Did yours?”
 
   My breath caught, and I slowly pushed myself up onto my elbows. “I—” I shook my head. “No.” My hands settled on my lower abdomen, the fingers of my right hand twisting the smooth wooden band on my left ring finger. “No, it didn’t.”
 
   Frantically, my mind started calculating how long it had been since my last period, trying to find some twisted version of the theory of relativity that would stretch out the days for me…that would explain why my period was late, when the other women on the farm were right in the heart of theirs. “It could be the stress,” I said numbly. My gaze sought out Zoe’s. “And that I haven’t been eating much…or sleeping. Maybe all the drifting…and the stress and the lack of food and the—”
 
   “D…” Zoe’s voice was soft, kind. She reached out, placing her hand over mine. “When we were sleeping, I picked up on your mind…sort of drifted with you for a while…and then this unfamiliar voice called out to me. It was really weird, actually.” She shook her head for about the millionth time. “Look, the point is, I think it might’ve been the baby.” She frowned. “Do you get what I’m saying?”
 
   “Sure,” I said, shaking my head.
 
   “D…” Zoe leaned in, squeezing my hand. “Trust me, you’re pregnant. I know it.”
 
   “I—I don’t—” I opened my mouth. Shook my head. Closed my mouth. Shook my head again. “I—”
 
   Tears welled in my eyes as joy, pure and unexpected, became a gathering storm in my chest. Jason had been gone for almost two weeks now, and it was as though I suddenly carried a piece of him—a real, physical, tangible piece of him—inside me. Because if Zoe was right, I did.
 
   And deep down, I knew she was right.
 
   Then, panic flared. I’d been spending the days since Jason’s disappearance in a state of near-starvation, stressed out to the point of being catatonic. And I’d been drifting every time I fell asleep. I’d been doing everything I shouldn’t be doing to support another growing life.
 
   “Zo,” I said, lurching to a sitting position. “All the drifting…” I felt instantly ill, my stomach twisting and knotting and my heart beating so quickly it was practically tripping over itself. “That can’t be good for it—”
 
   “The baby,” Zoe said with a slightly troubled smile.
 
   “And all the not eating.” I clutched her hand hard enough that she winced, but I couldn’t let go. “I’m starving it! And oh my God, what about the genetic instability and all of that crap that Dr. Wes—your mom wrote about?” The tears streaking down my face that had been born in a moment of unbridled joy were instantly soured by my sudden terror. “Am I going to lose it?” Because according to Dr. Wesley’s research, that was the inevitable result of a pregnancy conceived within the first several years of the genetic mutation. I’d seen the charts myself, the data collected from dozens—maybe hundreds—of women and their miscarriages. “Am I going to lose Jason’s baby?”
 
   Zoe’s smile faltered, then faded completely. “Come on.” She pulled me up and off the side of the bed with her. “I’m taking you to Harper. And Gabe. And Chris. And my dad.” She practically dragged me out of the room, not pausing when she called to the other bedroom, “Stay here, Annie. I’ll send someone out to watch you in a few minutes.”
 
   My stomach tossed and turned. “Zo,” I said as my best friend pulled me outside. “Zo,” I repeated, jogging on shaking limbs to keep up with her long strides down the stone pathway that connected the cottage to the farmhouse. “Zo!” I planted my bare heels on the pathway before we reached the farmhouse’s porch steps.
 
   Zoe turned, eyes brilliant and wild in the pale morning light. “What?”
 
   “I need to—”
 
   I pressed my free hand to my stomach as my inner muscles gave an enthusiastic heave. Bending double, I vomited up a liquidy mess of water, bile, and what remained of the few crackers I’d managed to keep down the previous night. I gagged a few more times, coughed, and wiped my mouth with the back of my hand. Slowly, I straightened, feeling like I was about a thousand years old.
 
   “Puke,” I finally finished.
 
   And then my knees buckled, and the lights went out.
 
    
 
   ~~~~~
 
    
 
   I lay in the twin bed Harper used as an exam table and shut my eyes while I listened to the others. Zoe reclined beside me on the bed, every few seconds adjusting the cool, damp cloth on my forehead, shifting a strand of my hair, checking the IV needle feeding fluids into my dehydrated body, and generally fussing over me in all of the most comforting ways. My heart clenched; I was so incredibly grateful for her. She really was the greatest best friend I ever could’ve asked for. I had no clue what I’d done to deserve her, but there was no way I was ever letting her go.
 
   Gabe, Harper, Tom, and Chris were sitting in mismatched chairs arranged in a semicircle around the bed, doing a poor job of keeping calm while they discussed my situation. More like argued about my situation…
 
   “The data couldn’t be any clearer,” Gabe exclaimed. “So long as one set of contributing DNA is stable, the embryo has a chance to make it over the crucial hurdle to the fetus stage and—”
 
   “The data’s clear?” Harper cut in. “It was collected from a study done on pregnancies with a one-hundred-percent fail rate—”
 
   “And Sarah.” Gabe’s retort was a perfect verbal jab.
 
   “Whose gametes had to have been stable for years, according to the letter from Zoe’s mom.” In my mind’s eye, I pictured Harper waving a hand irritably at the letter that Gabe was no doubt brandishing like it was the Rosetta Stone of this new era of human reproduction.
 
   “But Biggs’s weren’t,” Chris said.
 
   There was the sound of chair legs scratching on hardwood, then quick, heavy footsteps as someone—Harper, I thought likely—started pacing around the room. I cracked my eyes open a smidge to confirm. “Yeah,” he said. “But Biggs wasn’t the one carrying the child. It was Sarah—the genetically stable of the two.”
 
   Gabe scoffed; it was a rough, ugly sound. “How many times, in how many different ways, do I have to explain to you that that doesn’t matter? As long as either the egg or the sperm is genetically stable—”
 
   “And how many different times do I have to remind you that you’re hypothesizing?” I’d never heard laid-back Harper so worked up. I knew that he and Gabe tended to rub each other the wrong way and, as a result, didn’t spend much time together, but I hadn’t realized just how combative their relationship had become. “Jesus, man, you’re not even a medical doctor; you’re a geneticist!”
 
   “And you’re a medic.” Gabe’s four simply stated words filled the infirmary with silence.
 
   “Would you both knock it off? Here—now—isn’t the time for this discussion,” Zoe said, her voice cool and level. It reminded me painfully of the tone her brother’s voice took on when his patience had run out and the time for unquestionable commands had arrived.
 
   Someone cleared a throat. Someone else coughed. The tension grew, becoming thick and choking. My interest in remaining in the room was quickly waning, though I doubted that either Harper or Gabe—or any of the others, for that matter—would be willing to let me leave. No, I was stuck in that room until all five of my nurses and doctors were satisfied that I was in tip-top baby-growing shape.
 
   Or, at least, my body was stuck in that room. My mind, on the other hand…
 
   I sought out Jack’s mind and found him herding Annie around the beehives while Carlos tended to our fuzzy, buzzing little friends. I searched for Wings’s mind next, thinking we might resume our carefree run through the pasture, but she was happily grazing, and I didn’t want to disturb her. I’d been avoiding creating too close of a connection with birds since Ray’s death, but the idea of flying, the feeling of the crisp winter air streaming all around me and of breaking the chains of gravity, at least for a little while, was immensely appealing.
 
   So I started scanning the avian minds nearby, searching for a bird of prey. A huntress. That sounded like exactly what I needed at the moment. To feel free and powerful, not vulnerable. Not weak. Not pathetic. Plus, I had the mother of all prey to hunt for—her.
 
   “Excuse me.” Becca’s voice pulled me back to my body, and I opened my eyes to find her standing in the doorway. Every time I saw her, I was reminded of our conversation about love—about the costs and benefits, about its worth—and every time, I chickened out and didn’t ask her if she’d known what would happen that day. I didn’t think I was ready to handle the repercussions if she’d really had a vision. The blame I would place on her would be brutal, the blame I’d place on myself unbearable.
 
   I glanced around the infirmary. The others stared at Becca, owllike and apprehensive—exactly how I felt.
 
   Finally, after doing a long, slow scan of the room and all of the faces within it, Becca’s eyes met mine. A small smile curved her lips. “You will not lose the baby.”
 
   A collective exhale filled the room.
 
   But Becca wasn’t done. “So long as you stay on this farm until the baby is born, it will live.”
 
   “Wait, what?” I blurted. “Why? What’ll happen to the baby if I leave?” I couldn’t wrap my brain around how this geographical location could be so important to the livelihood of my—of mine and Jason’s—child.
 
   “An unborn child cannot be safe and healthy if its mother is not safe and healthy,” she said as though her words made any sense at all.
 
   “Becca,” Zoe said, drawing the young Re-gen’s name out, “what are you saying?”
 
   Becca turned violet-gray eyes on Zoe. “If Dani stays on the farm until the child is born, both will be fine.” Her eyes shifted to me. “But if you don’t, you will most likely die.”
 
    
 
   ~~~~~
 
    
 
   I was a seagull. I swooped and climbed and dove, riding the swirling air currents gleefully while I searched for an area of stability to glide with ease.
 
   She-who-flew-with-me wished to search the coastline for the one she called mate-killer, a female two-leg she’d been hunting for days. I would aid in her search, gladly. The only thing better than a good hunt was a good, long fly, and the search for mate-killer afforded me both.
 
   Mate-killer was a danger to her young, she-who-flew-with-me told me. Mate-killer couldn’t be allowed to roam free. A danger to one’s young must always be eliminated. It is known. It is the way of things.
 
   “Dani?”
 
   I felt she-who-flew-with-me pull away enough that her thoughts were no longer an extension of mine. I willed her to stay with me. The hunt was far from over.
 
   “Dani?”
 
   She-who-flew-with-me pulled away further, until I could sense little more than her gratitude and her farewell. And then, between one flap of my wings and the next, she was gone.
 
    
 
   “Mase?” I knew it was him sitting beside the infirmary’s twin bed before I’d even opened my eyes, so familiar was his steadfast presence. Re-gens’ minds felt different than those of us still living our first—and hopefully only—lives, but like the rest of us, each Re-gen mind was unique and, if I’d spent enough time with them, easily recognizable.
 
   I opened my eyes, taking in Mase’s troubled features barely a foot from mine. I shifted my head away on the pillow, just a smidge. “Everything okay?”
 
   Mase straightened in the chair he’d situated beside the bed. “Sorry. I thought maybe you’d actually fallen asleep, and I didn’t want to wake you if you were getting good rest.”
 
   I offered him a relieved smile and shook my head. He was such a considerate, kind soul; a valuable reminder that one should never judge a book by its cover, so to speak. He might’ve looked big and mean and scary with all of his bulky muscles and tattoos, not to mention that his resting expression was essentially a scowl, but he was the gentlest of giants. At least, he was when he didn’t fear for the lives of those he cared about.
 
   “I was just drifting,” I told him, “so don’t worry about it.”
 
   He returned my smile with a grateful one of his own.
 
   I did a quick scan of the room. “Where’s Camille?” I knew he wouldn’t take the question as me being underwhelmed by his solo visit—the two were always together, with Mase literally functioning as the petite Re-gen’s voice whenever necessary.
 
   Mase’s smile wilted. “She’s with Becca.” He shifted in his chair, leaning forward a little and resting his elbows on his knees. “She believes Becca has been hiding things, and while I was skeptical at first, I now believe Cami might be correct.”
 
   My gut told me she was right, too, but I didn’t voice that opinion just yet. Instead, I worried my bottom lip with my teeth while I thought of how to respond. “What changed your mind?”
 
   Mase took a deep breath, then let it out slowly. “Cami was with her before she came up here to deliver the prophecy about the baby.” He glanced at the open doorway to the hallway, then leaned in a few inches more. “I wasn’t sure whether I should tell anyone else—I didn’t want to make you all mistrust her, because I know her, and I have never known her to do something malicious, so I feel certain that her intentions are good—so I thought I should ask you. You always know what the right thing to do is.”
 
   I snorted my disagreement with that statement. “If you say so.”
 
   “You do,” Mase said earnestly. “You helped us find a way out of the Colony—away from Father—and helped us find a home.” He paused. “You helped us find a way to be together. We owe you everything.”
 
   I smiled and broke eye contact, more than a little uncomfortable with his praise. “It was nothing,” I said, barely a murmur.
 
   “It was everything,” Mase said, his words filled with so much conviction that I couldn’t not meet his stare. “And you must know that Cami and I would do anything to keep you safe.” He smiled a slightly shy, slightly eager smile. “You and your baby. We’ll be here, no matter what.”
 
   Tears welled in my eyes more quickly than I could’ve imagined. When they spilled over the brim, I didn’t even bother to swipe them away because they were happy tears, the result of a suddenly overflowing heart. While the thought of bearing Jason’s child was comforting simply because he or she would be his, it was also the most terrifying thing in the world. Now was a horrible time to raise a child, this world a terrible place filled with dangers and struggle and the always-present possibility of starving or falling victim to a Crazy or a cruel or greedy survivor. But to realize that Mase and Camille would be there, not to mention the rest of my companions on the farm, two-legged, furred, or feathered…it was more comforting than words could ever express.
 
   “Thank you, Mase,” I said, my voice husky and my smile wobbly. “That means everything.”
 
   He grinned. “You are a sister to me. I’ll always be here when you need me. Cami and me, both.”
 
   My smile faltered as my thoughts returned to Camille and the reason for her absence. “What happened with Becca?” I asked gently. “What made you doubt her?”
 
   Mase’s expression grew serious, and if I hadn’t known him better, I would’ve thought it was a scowl. “Before she left Cami and came up here, Cami overheard Becca say to herself, ‘It is time.’”
 
   I stared at him, frowning. “I’m not quite following you…”
 
   “She knew,” Mase said. “She knew of the pregnancy and that you would need to remain on the farm but didn’t say anything. She knew, but said nothing until it was ‘time.’” He scowled in earnest. “It makes me wonder what else she knows but doesn’t say.”
 
   Anger was suddenly an inferno burning in my chest. I couldn’t avoid the possible truth any longer. “Do you think she knew what would happen to Jason?”
 
   Mase blinked once and straightened in his chair. “I—I don’t know.” He narrowed his eyes. “Do you?”
 
   “I’m not sure.”
 
   “But you suspect it.” He cocked his head to the side. “Why?”
 
   “It was a conversation we had a few days before Jason—before that day.” My eyebrows drew together as I thought back on what Becca had actually said, not on what I’d been twisting her words into in the darkest recesses of my mind. “She was asking about love, about whether it was worth the potential pain and loss.” I shook my head, finding that my memory of her actual words wasn’t nearly as damning as I’d made it out to be. “She said that even with her visions, tomorrow is never certain, and that she needed to know if the good balanced the bad where love was concerned, because as a Re-gen, she doesn’t always feel things so strongly…she can’t always relate.”
 
   Mase nodded as I recounted what I remembered, his eyes squinted thoughtfully. When I was finished, he remained silent for several more long, deep breaths. “I can see why her words have troubled you.” He paused, his stare distant. A moment later, his eyes refocused on mine. “But I think it’s just a coincidence…or maybe, if what she said relates to her visions, it has to do with something else. Becca never does anything without purpose, and I do not see what effect those words could have had on the outcome of that day,” he said, emphasizing the final two words just as I had.
 
   I frowned. “I suppose…”
 
   “You and Jason were already in love, had been for some time. I think it is more likely that she sought your opinion to determine whether or not she should interfere in the yet-to-be-formed relationship of another pair…or maybe she was asking for more personal reasons?”
 
   I rolled his words around in my head, testing their weight, measuring their merit. His points were valid, his logic sound, echoing things I’d wondered myself. Relief blossomed in my chest, and I smiled broadly. “You know what, Mase?”
 
   His eyebrows rose.
 
   “I think you’re right.” I laughed softly. It felt like it had been ages since I’d laughed, but it died quickly. “I think I’ve been seeing monsters where there are none.” I reached out and took hold of his hand, finding further amusement in the extreme way that it dwarfed mine. “And I think you and Camille should give Becca the benefit of the doubt too…for now.”
 
   Mase glanced at the doorway sidelong. “Well, it’s a little late for that. Cami’s talking to her right now.”
 
   “I know.” I gave his hand a squeeze. “But maybe don’t blow the whistle on her just yet.”
 
   Mase looked at me quizzically.
 
   Smiling to myself, I shook my head. There was nothing like having a Re-gen around to remind me just how confusing our language could be. “Don’t tell the others just yet. Like you said”—I shrugged one shoulder—“she’s never shown anything but the best of intentions.”
 
   I forced another smile, ignoring the four little words that whispered through my mind.
 
   The road to hell… 
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   ZOE
 
   DECEMBER 9, 1AE
 
   The Farm, California
 
    
 
   Kneeling in the damp earth, in a row of overgrown herbs, I reveled in the sunshine beating down on my face, heating my clothes like on a warm summer day and causing me to sweat despite the brisk breeze. I wasn’t sure how I’d survived on the east coast for so long. The wind and rain storms in California were nothing like the harsh, snowy winters in Massachusetts, but I’d needed the sun on my skin all the same—to refuel the depleted parts of myself that had resulted from endless hours indoors.
 
   Although working with Dani in the herb garden she and Harper had been tending since summer wasn’t one of my usual activities around the farm, it was the perfect task today. I was able to bask in the bone-thawing sunshine while keeping an eye on my pregnant, emotionally wrought best friend. Although the search for Jason’s body or the woman trader hadn’t been officially called off, it wasn’t lost upon me that after this long we likely wouldn’t find them, and I knew we needed to keep busy if Dani was going to be able to take care of her baby the way she needed to. Besides, it was nice to do something with my hands that didn’t result in calluses, splinters, or cramping from holding a pencil for too long, though it had been a while since I’d done any of that even.
 
   I wiped the perspiration from my forehead with the back of my hand and ventured a quick glance at Dani, who was weeding a few rows ahead of me. She was covered in soil and dead, leafy debris, like me. And she was humming, a sound I hadn’t heard from her since Jason disappeared. This was good…the pregnancy was good. I allowed myself to smile.
 
   In the last twenty-four hours, I’d worried a lot that Dani might struggle with the idea of having and raising a baby without Jason by her side, but I’d had it backwards. This baby—this piece of Jason—seemed to be the one thing bringing Dani back to life.
 
   Almost happily, I plucked off a few dead leaves and put them in my nearly full bucket. We’d been at it for a couple hours—crouched in the soil—picking and pruning and focusing on the rotted or burned greens that didn’t look like they belonged in the numerous teas that Dani often made to remedy my cramps or help me sleep. And after I collected the mulchy decay that gathered around the base of one plant’s stalk, I sidestepped and knelt by the next. It felt good to start working again. We needed to busy ourselves, Dani and I, to refuel and find some form of normalcy while Jake and my dad were still out, tirelessly searching for Jason’s body. They wouldn’t let go. Part of me hated myself for trying, and my lingering smile faltered.
 
   Harper’s chuckle as he exited the farmhouse and trekked toward us drifted over on the slight breeze. After wiping my brow again, I squinted up at the sun. It was directly above us, perking everything up that was soggy from foggy days and lack of sunshine.
 
   “Hey, D?” I said loudly, so she’d hear above her humming.
 
   She looked up from her yarrow plant—one of the only plants I could easily recognize, since it was a wildflower that grew all along the coast. “What’s up, Zo?” She wiped the sweat from her own brow as she turned and squinted at me.
 
   My eyes flicked to the sun and back. “It’s getting pretty warm. Maybe you should take a break…get some lunch or something to drink.”
 
   Dani frowned and glanced from Harper, headed toward us, to me.
 
   I knew that look. “You’re not hungry, are you,” I said, feeling a prick of disappointment. She’d been trying to eat more, but it didn’t seem to be getting any easier for her to keep much down.
 
   With an audible breath, her hand instinctively went to her belly. “I’ll find something. Maybe some crackers or—”
 
   “Hey, ladies!” Harper called as he strode closer.
 
   I pivoted around to face him. His smile was wide, but didn’t exude its usual charm. “Hey, H. How was New Bodega? Did you find some nutrition drinks for Dani?”
 
   His smile faltered a bit, and his brows pinched together, like he wasn’t sure he should say.
 
   “What is it?” I asked. “Nobody had any?” I wasn’t sure what we would do if her nausea kept acting up.
 
   “No, I traded a few of my tinctures—the alcoholic kind”—he winked—“for a case of them. I even threw in a few of Dani’s herbal remedies so I could get an assortment of flavors.” He flashed his Harper-smile at Dani. “I hope you like strawberry and chocolate. He only gave me one vanilla.”
 
   Dani let a small smile play on her lips, and she gave him a thumbs-up. “Sounds good. Thanks for doing that for me.”
 
   “Of course. Besides, it gave me a guinea pig to test my new concoctions out on.” Harper’s eyebrows danced, and I appreciated his attempt to keep the mood light.
 
   I snorted. “Great, I can see it now. You’ll be a big-time bootlegger in no time.” I stood up, wiping my hands on my jeans.
 
   Harper winked again, though like before, his smile didn’t quite touch his eyes. He was exhausted and worry creased the skin around his eyes, though he tried to hide it. “You know I like to ruffle feathers, Baby Girl.”
 
   “Oh, don’t I know it,” I grumbled and turned to Dani, who was now standing beside me. “How does a nutrition shake sound?” I asked, hopeful. “Think you can keep it down?”
 
   “I guess we’ll see.” Both of us shrugged, though we were far from indifferent about it, and Dani started toward the house.
 
   “I’ll be right behind you, D.”
 
   Dani and I exchanged glances, and she offered me a sympathetic smile, her gaze sliding to Harper a moment. “It’s okay, Zo. I think I might lie down after my snack.”
 
   “Okay,” I said, distracted as I saw Biggs prominent in Harper’s mind. “How is he?” I asked, my gaze leveling on Harper. “I mean, him and the twins. Are they, you know, okay?” I’d been thinking about them a lot, especially since finding out Dani was pregnant.
 
   “He seems a little frazzled, but yeah, I think they’re doing okay.”
 
   “Yeah?” The knot in my chest loosened but didn’t disappear. “Well, that’s good.” I missed them like crazy, and the fact that Biggs and the kids weren’t around because of me made the sting of their absence feel like a yawning emptiness, no matter the months that had passed since Biggs had stormed out of here.
 
   Harper’s eyes brightened. “He actually helped me find the guy to trade with for Dani’s shakes. Seemed pretty concerned about her situation.”
 
   “That’s good,” I said a little too weakly. There’d been a lingering, burning question I’d had for him since his heated argument with Gabe in the clinic. “Hey, H,” I finally said. “I saw a flash of your vision yesterday morning.” I turned back to the scraggly plant at my feet. I didn’t want to see that look of sympathy on Harper’s face as he remembered it, just like I didn’t want to bother him with more questions he either didn’t want to or couldn’t answer, but I had to. “It was about Dani and the baby, wasn’t it?” I said quietly, nervous to know about the vision in its entirety. I busied myself with pruning, waiting for his response.
 
   “You saw that, huh?”
 
   I nodded. “What was it, H?” I felt it, his concern for Dani, more than I saw anything telling in his mind.
 
   “Just a glimpse of Dani, struggling—a lot—nothing that we haven’t already seen, but enough to know that there’s little hope of finding—”
 
   “I know,” I whispered. “I figured as much.” I pulled what was left of the dying leaves off with more fervor than was probably necessary as I busied myself. The whole thing looked more like a weed than a medicinal component anyway, but what did I know?
 
   As I tore the last leaf off, I paused. “H, what’s that smell?” I scanned the area around me. Reluctantly, I brought my fingers to my nose and cringed. “What the hell is this plant?” I pivoted back to Harper, who simply stood there, watching me with a shit-eating grin on his face. My face scrunched as I brought my hand back to my nose, trying to figure out how something so ordinary-looking could smell so pungent. “It smells like…curdled milk.” I tried to shake the scent away, hoping it hadn’t seeped into my fingertips or singed into my nose.
 
   Harper chuckled. “It’s Valerian. The root’s an anxiety suppressor.”
 
   “Really? As much as it disgusts me to think of ingesting this, I could probably use a shot of this stuff.” Interest piqued, I made the stupid decision to smell it again, then wiped my fingers off on my pants. “Nope, never mind. It’s not worth it.”
 
   “Here,” Harper said, and he tossed me his flask. “Why don’t you take a shot of this instead?”
 
   My eyes widened with delight. “Doctor,” I said, mouth agape and muddy hand against my chest, “I’m not sure whether I should be elated or think you completely distasteful and unprofessional.”
 
   Harper shoved his hands into his pockets, his smile once again weak, but present, as always. “Lucky I’m not really a doctor then,” he said. Even with his island-dark skin, I could see the shadows beneath his eyes and the exhaustion that filled their green depths.
 
   I twisted off the cap and followed him over to a fallen log that stretched out beneath one of the nearby oak trees. When I brought the cool metal of the flask to my mouth, I wasn’t surprised to taste the bite of rum, but the aftertaste was more acerbic than I’d expected. “Delightful,” I lied, blowing out the fumes. “Made this all by yourself, did you?” But for all the shit I gave him, his special concoction did just the trick, both enlivening and steadying every one of my senses as it coated my insides.
 
   I plopped down beside him and let out a deep breath. “So, how long is Dani’s whole morning sickness, can’t-hold-anything-down period supposed to last?”
 
   Harper closed his eyes and leaned his head back against the trunk of the oak whose severed limb we were resting on. “If it’s just baby morning sickness, it should end soon…I hope. But if it’s stress and nerves and Jason sickness, I’m not sure. And then there’s the drifting…”
 
   I’d had a feeling he would say that.
 
   I took another swig of Harper’s home brew and handed him back his flask. “I haven’t had a shot of anything in a while.” My eyes began to water, just a little. “Too bad Dani can’t have a drink. She could use one,” I muttered.
 
   “How’s she holding up?” he asked, taking a swig and staring down at the small metal canister.
 
   I nudged his shoulder. “Strangely, I think she’s doing a little better now. It’s like she has more to live for, you know?”
 
   “Makes sense,” Harper said. He sighed and crossed his arms over his chest. His eyes closed, and I sensed his thoughts as he considered his multiple conversations with Gabe—what Gabe knew about all the failed pregnancies—in addition to how dangerous carrying a child through the first trimester would normally be, and added to that the heap of extra stress that Dani had been under lately.
 
   “Hey, H,” I said after a moment. “I know you don’t agree with Gabe so much, but do you really think Dani’s in danger?”
 
   His eyelids cracked open, and he stared blankly ahead. “I think that it doesn’t matter what Dr. Wesley wrote or what happened with Sarah or what Becca says. The truth is, we have no idea what Dani’s in for, especially given your family’s bloodline, and without the machines and conveniences that would help us find out, it’s a waiting game. We can hope and prepare all we want, but there’s never any certainty with childbirth, and that scares the shit out of me.”
 
   “Too bad you can’t choose your visions,” I said wistfully. “That would sure be helpful right about now.”
 
   Harper nodded. Sarah had been pregnant for about five months before she had the twins. I couldn’t help wondering how we were going to get through the next four months—Dani without Jason and me without a healthy Dani, without my brother, and possibly without Jake. He’d been gone so much, searching and frustrated and confused, I was beginning to feel more alone than I’d felt in a long time.
 
   “But you have the rest of us to help, H. Despite your differences with Gabe, he’s a really good person to have around. And you have me, too. I’ll watch the little one’s aura; it’s already getting stronger. And to be honest, it’s the only one I see now consistently. Hopefully it keeps getting stronger.” I smiled, hoping my reassurances would put that real, true Harper smile back into his eyes. “That’s got to be a good sign.”
 
   Then, I realized something. “We’re really lucky you stayed behind this last search. I don’t think Dani would’ve gotten through it without having you here.” I leaned back, my shoulder brushing his. I replayed her collapsing just before we’d reached the house.
 
   “Yes she would’ve. She’s got you, Baby Girl.”
 
   I rested my head on Harper’s shoulder. “Thanks, H.” I thought about all that Dani and I had been through in the last year, and it seemed that the coming months would be the most grueling yet. “Did you know,” I said, thinking about how painfully amazing it was that Dani was pregnant with my brother’s child, “Dani’s been in love with Jason since the first day she met him, back when we were in elementary school?” I sat up to gauge Harper’s reaction.
 
   “Really?” He raised an eyebrow, and amusement lifted some of the gloom from his voice.
 
   “Yep. And no matter what he says, I think he always saw something special in her, too.” I thought back to our freshman year of high school, when Jason found me and Dani down on the beach, having a bonfire with a group of guys from school. He’d been beyond livid. Until that night, he’d never scolded me and Dani both for anything.
 
   “You shouldn’t be hanging around these assholes,” he’d said. “You shouldn’t be down here to begin with. It’s dangerous. What were you two thinking?” But Jason had always known that Dani and I had gone down to the beach at night hundreds of times before. We’d watched stars and gotten drunk and camped out when we just needed to get away. He’d known all of that and had never cared. But suddenly, because two of the most popular, hottest guys in our class were with us—one of them rumored to have a huge crush on Dani—Jason had suddenly felt protective.
 
   “Just when I think I remember the moment my brother started looking at her a little differently,” I added, “I find another hidden jewel of a memory. I actually wonder if there was ever a time when he didn’t love Dani in some way.” And it was true. As difficult as it had been to digest the fact that they were sleeping together in the beginning, now it wasn’t surprising to me at all. “Just goes to show you that whatever is supposed to happen will happen, I guess. No matter the circumstances along the way.” But then I regretted my words. It was hard to stomach the reality that Dani was having Jason’s child and he was gone. Was that supposed to have happened? Thinking about it brought the ebbing unease crashing back over me.
 
   Memories were terrible that way, complex and filled with ravines that swallowed you up and threatened to drown you. They always seemed to surface in your strongest moments, knocking you back down to a pathetic heap of despondency.
 
   “Zoe!” Sam’s voice echoed across the garden, rousing me.
 
   I sat up and peered over leafy herbs at his small form, his bow draped over his shoulder and my crossbow in his hand.
 
   “Archery practice this afternoon or what?” he called.
 
   “Better get moving, Baby Girl,” Harper said, winking at me as I stood. “I hear Sam is still kicking your ass during practice. Seems to be the norm lately.”
 
   “Oh, is that what you heard?” I sneered. “Well, it’s true,” I admitted. I actually wasn’t sure if I would be any good today either; too many distractions, though the two shots of moonshine or whatever it was were kicking in. It was good feeling a little less tense.
 
   Harper smiled and stretched as he stood. “I’ll finish up here. Sam’s too excited to deny this go-around, and you two deserve a little bit of fun.”
 
   “Thanks, H.” I raised up on my tiptoes and kissed his cheek. “You’re the best.”
 
   “Don’t forget you said that,” he called behind me as I maneuvered through the rows of herbs, heading toward Sam.
 
   Sam’s face brightened as I drew closer. I figured today was as good a day as any to have my ass handed to me again. Sure, I could hit a target, but never with the hairsbreadth precision that Sam could—though it was fun to try.
 
   But the second I smiled at that, I felt like a horrible person. Is it too soon?
 
   “Here,” Sam said, and he handed me my crossbow.
 
   “Thanks, Sam,” I said, and grabbing hold of the grip that was heavier than I remembered, I followed after him.
 
   When we reached the shooting range on the other side of the pond, I eyed the painted, human-shaped target that was marred with numerous bullet and arrow holes. Pausing for a moment, I couldn’t help but wonder if Jason had been scared when the trader had shot him or if he’d been too worried about Dani to care.
 
   I pivoted to another target, to the outline of a buck grazing behind a tree.
 
   “You sure you want to do this, Zoe?” Sam asked, concern softening his voice. “I mean, you don’t have to if you don’t want to. I’ll understand. It’s just practice.”
 
   I offered him a false smile and nodded toward the targets. “Of course I want to,” I said. “You know me. I’m always up for a challenge.” Leaning my crossbow against my leg, I tucked the loose strands of hair behind my ears and readied myself to get schooled by a ten-going-on-eleven-year-old.
 
   Sam smiled. I could tell he was anxious for things to get back to a semblance of normal. Although he and Jason hadn’t been extremely close, Jason had still been a prominent part of all of our lives, and his absence was acute to everyone.
 
   I took a deep breath and then another, determined to give Sam a run for his money. With my crossbow loaded, I released the safety and found my shooting stance. Deciding on a lung shot, I zeroed in on my target, aligning it perfectly in my sights. Just as I was about to press the release, a strange sensation filled me, making my fingers and toes tingle.
 
   “Why are you so sad?” A voice whispered in my ear.
 
   The arrow was long gone by the time I realized I’d even pressed the release. In a second, I was turned around, my heart racing as my gaze darted around the targets, the trees. Sam was five feet away, and he had a sheepish grin on his face.
 
   “You missed it by a mile,” he gloated.
 
   “Why did you do that?” I asked.
 
   He frowned. “Do what?”
 
   “Distract me like that. That’s low, even for you, Sam.”
 
   Sam was shaking his head, even before he opened his mouth to say anything. “I didn’t do anything.”
 
   I pivoted right, glancing around the house, down the drive, unable to shake the unsettled feeling that lingered.
 
   “I’m not a cheater, Zoe.”
 
   I registered the hurt on Sam’s face. “I know, Sam. I’m sorry. I just…I thought you whispered something to distract me. It was probably just the wind.”
 
   Letting out a deep breath, I squinted downrange, unable to even find my arrow. I truly had missed my mark by a handful of feet, at least.
 
   “Are you sure you’re okay?” Sam asked. When I looked at him, his head was tilted in concern.
 
   I winked, rallying myself to ignore the surge of goose bumps that now covered my skin. “I think your skill is just too intimidating for me, Sam.”
 
   His grin turned into a laugh, but I couldn’t help glancing around the yard one last time, just to be sure there was no one watching. 
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   DANI
 
   DECEMBER 9, 1AE
 
   The Farm, California
 
    
 
   Lying on my back on my bed, the dim afternoon light filtering in through the curtains, I traced the stitching of Grams’s quilt with the fingertips of one hand. My other hand was resting on my belly, where it usually seemed to be lately. It wasn’t that I could feel any bump or movement—it was too soon for that kind of thing, even with the accelerated pregnancies we had to look forward to these days—but rather that I could sense something. A presence. My child. Jason’s child.
 
   The thought was bittersweet, as usual. And though the sweetness had a tendency to outweigh the bitterness, I seemed to be in a bit of a funk. This time, the bitterness was winning.
 
   I glanced at my afternoon snack, a strawberry nutrition shake sitting, half-consumed, on the bedside table. It was settling in my stomach just fine—for once—but no matter how many pep talks I gave myself, no matter how worried I was about getting sufficient nutrition, I couldn’t bring myself to finish the drink. I had no appetite at all.
 
   And to make matters worse, I could feel the minds of my favorite drifting companions tugging at me. It was like they were unintentionally begging me to come play with them, run with them, hunt with them…become them, just for a little while. It was beyond tempting, but the longer I struggled with my lack of appetite, the more I started to suspect that it was linked not only to my Jason-related stress and grief and to my pregnancy, but to my inability to sleep for even a few minutes without my subconscious opting to hitchhike a ride with one of my animal companions.
 
   I closed my eyes and tried my hardest to block the lure of the animal minds while simultaneously fighting off the bone-deep exhaustion turning my mind into barely set Jell-O. Make it stop. I just want to sleep. Make it stop. I just want to sleep. Make it stop. I just want to sleep. Those two thoughts swirled around and around in my mind. I really, really, really just want to sleep. I need to sleep…
 
   And then, in the moment between one breath and the next, between one heartbeat and the next, the minds—human and animal alike—vanished from my telepathic senses. Absolutely and completely. My telepathic senses themselves seemed to turn off. Just like when Jason was nulling me.
 
   My eyes popped open, and I sat up like I’d been electrocuted. I had no doubt; I was being nulled. I was being nulled—as in, affected by Jason’s Ability. Which meant he had to be alive. And he had to be okay.
 
   And he had to be nearby.
 
   The cottage’s front door creaked open, and my head snapped to the left. I stared at the bedroom doorway so hard, willing Jason to appear in the rectangular opening. My heart was racing so fast that it kept tripping over itself. “Jason!” I scooted to the edge of the bed, and when a shadowed figure stepped into the doorway, I froze, my heart drooping. It definitely wasn’t Jason.
 
   “D?” Zoe stepped into the room, her cheeks flushed and her blue-green eyes bright. And I could sense her mind. I could sense all of the minds around me. I wasn’t being nulled.
 
   I’d imagined it. Or I’d fallen asleep for a few minutes, and it had been a dream. Or it had been a hallucination or anything but reality, so it really didn’t matter, other than the fact that it hadn’t been real. Jason hadn’t returned. The harsh reality stared at me, defiant and cruel and absolutely unwavering.
 
   Jason wasn’t going to return.
 
   I couldn’t help it; I burst into sudden, uncontrollable tears. Something buried deep inside me bent, strained, trembled, and, with so very, very much resistance, snapped.
 
   He was gone. Gone.
 
   He was gone, and it was time for me to discover what had happened that day that had been so awful my mind had repressed it. It was time for me to let Zoe mine my memories, to let her help me remember everything.
 
   “Oh, D…” Zoe sat on the edge of the bed and wrapped her arms around me, pulling me close. “What is it? What happened?”
 
   I shook my head against her shoulder, my sobs too violent to allow for coherent speech yet. But I knew that Zoe could sense the storm of emotions raging within me, knew that she could feel them almost as intensely as if they were her own. And I knew that my memory of the last couple minutes—of my hope and elation turning to miserable disappointment—was likely filtering through her mind in fast-forward at this exact moment.
 
   “Oh, D,” she repeated, squeezing me tightly. “I’ll do whatever you want. I’ll try to help you remember. Just say the word…”
 
   This time, I didn’t refuse. I nodded against her shoulder. “Now,” I managed to say. “I’m ready now…or as ready as I’ll ever be.”
 
   There was a long stretch of silence, filled only by the sounds of my gentling sobs, Zoe’s steady breaths, and the soft shush of her fingers combing through my wild curls. “After you finish your shake,” she finally said.
 
   “Zo…”
 
   “D…”
 
   “But—”
 
   She pulled back, pushing me away by the shoulders, and met my eyes. Her expression couldn’t have been clearer. Or more obstinate.
 
   “I—” I searched her aquamarine eyes, bathing in their cool warmth and familiarity, then took a deep breath and nodded. “Okay.” I clenched my jaw, took another deep breath, and reached for the unappetizing shake. “Let’s do this.”
 
    
 
   ~~~~~
 
    
 
   I was sitting in one of the chairs surrounding the kitchen table, counting the cups and dishes stacked on the exposed shelves on the far wall. It was the third day in a row that we’d tried to unlock whatever it was that Zoe was certain I was repressing—that I was moderately sure I was repressing—with zero success.
 
   “I’m sorry, D.” Zoe slouched back in the kitchen chair, her knees on either side of mine, and let out a heavy sigh. A fire crackled in the hearth, just a handful of yards away. “I just—I can sense that something’s off, or missing, but I can’t figure out what—or how or why or anything.” She shrugged weakly.
 
   I worried my bottom lip, disappointment a lump twisting around in my stomach. I tasted sour chocolate from my latest shake, thick on the back of my tongue.
 
   Zoe exhaled heavily, exasperation pinching her features. “It doesn’t make any sense. I mean, you’ve got to be repressing something. With what we have—and haven’t—found out there, it only makes sense.” Squeezing her eyes shut, she rubbed her temples. “This memory-spelunking thing is far from an exact science, you know?” Her shoulders, which had slowly worked their way higher while she spoke, gave way under the heavy defeat lacing her voice.
 
   My chest rose and fell as air whooshed in and out of my lungs. I rested my head back against the top rail of the chair and sighed. “I honestly can’t tell the difference between what does and doesn’t make sense anymore.” Out of nowhere, my mouth opened and I gave in to a jaw-cracking yawn.
 
   “Sleep—or drift or whatever it is you do for rest,” Zoe said. “Doctor’s apprentice’s orders.”
 
   I laughed, groaning as I stood, and rested my hand on her arm. “I love you, Zo.”
 
   Smiling, she crossed her arms. “Love you too, D.”
 
    
 
   ~~~~~
 
    
 
   The man came into view between the trees, the woman not far behind him. He was tall and slender, and when he caught sight of us, he raised his hands up defensively. “Whoa, whoa, friends…no need for guns. We’re simply lost and, well, you see, we were looking for mushrooms to trade in town, and—”
 
   I recognized him. “You’re a trader. I’ve seen you before. You traded my friend and me a bottle of antidepressants for—”
 
   Flicker.
 
   A man and a woman stand directly in front of me.
 
   Flicker.
 
   “Tincture of white willow bark.” The trader grinned. “Yes, yes, I remember. Quite effective, that tincture. I’ve had very happy customers. You’ll have to give me the recipe. How did the Sertraline work on the poor dear?”
 
   “That’s close enough,” Jason said, his voice full of command.
 
   Flicker.
 
   I’m holding a gun to my head. I’m terrified that I’ll pull the trigger.
 
   Flicker.
 
   My gun is holstered once again. “It’s fine, Jason.” I looked at the trader. “Unfortunately, those drugs didn’t seem to make any difference. On to the next, I guess.”
 
   “Hmmm…well, I have a few others you could try. I’ll take whatever’s left of the Sertraline back.” The trader reached behind himself. “Exchange it for the same amount of—”
 
   In the blink of an eye, a small, black pistol was in his hand, and it was pointed directly at me. I took several steps backward, stunned.
 
   Flicker.
 
   The woman is drawing the blade of a pocketknife along the back of her forearm. She smears the blood on my hands, on the front of my jacket, on my face.
 
   Flicker.
 
   Jason leapt in front of me just as the earsplitting crack of a gun firing exploded among the trees. Seconds later, he was down on one knee and bleeding.
 
   I dropped to my knees before him, holding onto him to help keep him upright.
 
   Flicker.
 
   I’m suddenly back on my feet, and Jason is standing in front of me. “You need to remember!”
 
   Flicker.
 
   A gun is pressed to my head. I’m holding it.
 
   Flicker.
 
   “Remember!” Jason screams. 
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   ZOE
 
   DECEMBER 11, 1AE
 
   The Farm, California
 
    
 
   I thought I’d fallen asleep in the sweltering warmth of Jake’s arms, both of us cozy beneath the soft goose-down comforter on our bed, but the space beside me was cold. Cooper wasn’t in his bed on the floor. I was alone. It was Jake’s first night home in days, and he wasn’t even sleeping.
 
   I peered around the moonlit room and wondered how long I’d been asleep. A few minutes? Hours? Regardless of how long my mind had been resting, it was clear that Jake’s wasn’t, and I knew exactly where I’d find him. Something was strange about Jason’s death, and Jake couldn’t let it go, which meant he was downstairs, planning the next search.
 
   Sitting up, I threw the blankets back. The cool air pricked my exposed arms and toes until I found my slippers and donned my purple fleece robe. And, with a groan, I opened the bedroom door and headed down the landing to the staircase. My head was pounding from lack of sleep and drawn-out days, and although I knew I needed rest, I knew Jake needed it more.
 
   With the exception of hushed voices coming from Chris and Harper’s room—another overdue reunion in the house—and the wood floors creaking beneath my sluggish footsteps, the house was quiet.
 
   I descended the stairs and wasn’t surprised when I saw the glow of the dining room lanterns. Jake stood in front of the wall of maps he, Chris, Sanchez, and my dad had been consulting throughout their tireless pursuits to find Jason, Cooper sprawled out on the rug beside him. Although my heart ached at the reminder that my brother’s body had seemed to vanish, I tried to ignore it.
 
   “How long have you been up?” I asked, stirring Jake from his fixed, pensive stare.
 
   He glanced my way, looking surprised to see me, then turned his attention back to the wall of aerial depictions—the mountaintops, highways, lakes, and coastlines that spanned a hundred-mile radius around us. “A while,” he muttered.
 
   I moved to stand beside him. The maps were barely readable anymore, marred with so many notes and lines and Xs I wasn’t really sure what I was even looking at. “You need sleep,” I said, my gaze shifting slowly to him, hoping more than assuming he would concede and return to bed with me.
 
   He ran his hand over his head, then his face, and let out a frustrated breath.
 
   “Jake…” I whispered. “Let’s—”
 
   “It doesn’t make any sense,” he bit out, his fist meeting the table as he spun around.
 
   I jumped.
 
   “We’ve found nothing, not in Sonoma or Napa or Marin…” Jake shook his head, his voice nearly boiling over with an anger that was different from anything I’d ever felt in him before. “If he’s dead, why haven’t we found him by now?” The table creaked as he pushed away from it. “We’ve combed this valley dozens of times. People, dead or alive, don’t just vanish.” Jake glared at the maps again.
 
   I agreed. Wholeheartedly. But I also knew the burning emptiness in my chest—the detachment that was beginning to fester inside Dani and my dad, even me—would ruin us all if we let it. Though I hated to say the words, they seemed to jump from my lips, needing to be said regardless of how painful they were. “Maybe it’s time you took a break, Jake. I know none of this makes any sense, but maybe it’s time we considered what needs to be done in Jason’s absence.”
 
   One breath passed. Two. And on my third exhale, Jake turned to me, staring, like he couldn’t fathom my meaning.
 
   “I can’t. Not when someone took—”
 
   “His body?” I shrugged, my head shaking as I tried to grab hold of my waning patience. “I know, but who? The woman? Her friends? Crazies?” I lowered my voice, hating the thought of anyone with my brother’s body, and took a placating step toward him. “I want to find him, too, but…” I scanned the stacks of documents that needed to be transcribed, thought about the trips to New Bodega that needed to be made to barter for food and supplies, about the chores around the farm that needed upkeep and decisions that needed to be made—I thought about all the things that had been neglected in the havoc since Jason’s death.
 
   I pointed to the kitchen, keeping my voice calm and steady as I tried to explain. “There are fruits and vegetables that need to be canned. There are projects that need to be finished so we have a better crop this year. People depend on us, Jake. We can’t neglect everything we’ve worked for, let it all fall by the wayside. Jason wouldn’t want that.”
 
   “And if he’s still out there somewhere and we just give up?”
 
   “Even if he is out there somewhere, there needs to be some measure of structure here if we’re going to keep this place going, if we’re going to stay sane.” All I could think about was trying to keep Dani busy—trying to keep myself busy—trying to get her into a routine so she would think about something else, something besides the child she was having without Jason.
 
   Jake stared at me, impassive, like he wasn’t listening to a single word.
 
   “Jesus, at some point we have to accept the fact that Jason’s gone, no matter how painful, and even if it doesn’t make any sense,” I said, more urgently this time. “Unless he walks through that door, we might never find him. We have no clues. What are you going to do, keep looking forever? Leave the rest of us behind? Leave me? Because I can’t keep doing this.” It didn’t matter the hour and that people were sleeping. I was desperate to make him understand what I’d been trying to since Dani came running home, covered in blood. I was exhausted from hoping and holding on to something that might never come to pass.
 
   “I don’t want him to be gone,” I said, my voice breaking. “I want to be able to say goodbye, to bury my brother’s body, and not have to see the emptiness in my dad all over again, every day for the rest of his life.” I wiped the dampness from my eyes. I couldn’t go on like this. I couldn’t cope if Jake was going to keep searching, keep offering me hope, but delivering only disappointment. “When will it be enough for you?”
 
   “Not until it makes sense,” he ground out, but then he let out a heavy, exhausted breath, like he knew that day would never come.
 
   Taking a step toward him, I made no effort to control the tremble of my chin. I saw the plans Jake still had, the possible hiding places he wanted to check, the towns unexplored, all of it thrashing around in his mind. 
 
   “Please, take a break. Rest. You can’t search the entire state, and you can’t possibly scour every single town, every forest and county on horseback and expect to be here, too.”
 
   Jake sat in the chair at the head of the table, bracing his elbows on the dark wood surface. He held his head in his hands like he was so exhausted his neck needed the extra support.
 
   “My dad’s barely even here, you’ve both been gone for days. Even when he is here, he never comes in the house anymore, unless it’s to plan. Dani’s barely eating, and she’s got a baby to think about now. She can’t live like this. We need you both here, with us.”
 
   Jake peered up at me, a look so pointed it stopped any train of thought I had. Dark circles shadowed eyes that used to be soft and affectionate, but were now hardened. “I’m trying to bring her closure, to bring everyone closure,” he growled. His face was an expressionless mask like my brother’s had so often been, save for his eyes boring into me. It was like Jason was haunting me as I stood there, forced to choose between taking care of my best friend and searching for my brother’s body for God only knew how much longer.
 
   I knew Jason would want me to choose Dani.
 
   I pulled the chair to Jake’s right out from the table and sat down. I reached for his hand, big and strong in mine as I held it on the tabletop and rested my forehead against it.
 
   “I know you’re trying,” I whispered, and my eyes squeezed shut. Turning so my cheek rested against the back of his hand, I stared up at him. “This can’t be our lives. Jason wouldn’t want this to ruin all that we’ve worked for.”
 
   Jake’s eyes finally softened. “And if there’s something out there that we’ve missed?” he prompted. His eyes shimmered, like he couldn’t simply let go but knew that at some point, he would have to.
 
   I took a deep breath and kissed Jake’s hand, wiping the silent tears from my cheeks. “And if there’s not?” I stood and gazed out the only window unobscured by maps and lists. There was little moonlight now, and I could hear the wind picking up outside. “What if it’s not supposed to, if it never makes sense?”
 
   He looked at me, and I didn’t need to read his mind to know that he couldn’t let it rest, not after everything he’d seen—what he’d lived through. He needed answers, which is what frightened me most.
 
   Jake slowly stood from his chair, his flannel pajama pants and thermal shirt making my heart ache even more. I’d stared at his perfectly folded nightclothes on his side table for a handful of nights, wishing he were home to scold me for leaving my clothes strewn around the room or to wake me up at midnight with a kiss on my nose and caress of my cheek. And now he was home, but it felt like there were still miles, valleys, and counties between us.
 
   Jake scratched the side of his bearded face before he reached for my hand. Though I knew he wasn’t going to stop searching, not yet, he laced his fingers with mine. “Let’s go back to bed,” he said.
 
   Relieved, I nodded, knowing I’d at least won this small battle. I followed him up the stairs and into our bedroom, Cooper padding up behind us. I was so tired, so drained my body threatened to give out on me with every step. Once inside our room, Jake closed the door quietly behind me. We were in darkness, and I wanted it to swallow me away.
 
   I felt Jake’s hands at my waist, moving around to untie my robe for me. Like his mere presence could chase away both the tension and what was left of my strength, I nearly crumbled as his arms wrapped around me and peeled off my robe. After he draped it over the foot of the bed, he pulled the covers back enough for me to crawl under.
 
   I peered up at him, seeing only the shadowed contours of his face. Slowly, I climbed into bed. Jake tucked the comforter tight around me before walking to his side of the bed. He crawled in beside me, the mattress protesting beneath his weight more than it had mine.
 
   And as he exhaled, I felt the weight of his mind not lift, but shift as he pushed his troublesome thoughts and fears, his frustration and anger away, and pulled me into him. His chest rose and fell against my back, and his arms enveloped me like he would never let me go. He was comforting me and apologizing, promising that everything would be okay, even though it was something both of us knew wasn’t true.
 
   “I’m sorry,” I whispered, shutting my eyes as I felt his heat and strength soaking into my body, into my bones.
 
   He kissed the back of my neck. “For what?” he asked softly.
 
   “For making this more difficult on you. You’ve done so much, tried so hard…I just don’t want to lose you to this, chasing something you may never find.”
 
   Jake squeezed his arms around me more tightly and inhaled deeply before I felt his warm breath caress the back of my neck and ear. “I’m just not ready to give up yet,” he admitted. 
 
   It was quiet for a few breaths until, finally, I nodded because it was all I could do. Tears dampened my pillow, and I moved to wipe them from my face, but the rough pad of Jake’s thumb brushed against my cheek before I could.
 
   “You won’t lose me to this,” he promised.
 
   I stared into the darkness, wishing that were true. “When are you leaving again?” I asked, trying not to be angry.
 
   “In the morning,” he whispered. I assumed my dad was leaving too, and for who knew how long this time.
 
   Jake shifted behind me, and I could feel his chest against my arm and shoulder as he braced himself and leaned over me. His hand gently cupped my cheek, turning my head so I would look at him. After kissing his palm, I rolled onto my back and gazed up at his blurred outline without a scrap of pride left. I let more tears fall.
 
   I closed my eyes as Jake brushed the back of his finger over my mostly silent tears. He leaned down and trailed soft kisses across my brow, then his nose nudged the side of my face, and he let out a deep breath. “I’m sorry,” he breathed. He was torn, ripping apart inside, like me.
 
   When I opened my eyes to face him, a crimson glow pulsed around him. I hadn’t told Jake about the auras I’d been seeing. There’d barely been time since he returned.
 
   He lowered his mouth to mine. His lips were firm but soft, better than I remembered, and they burned against mine, searing in the feel of him, searing in his love so I would never forget it. His kisses were slow and mesmerizing, so comforting and soft that I wasn’t sure how I’d gone so long without them.
 
   “I love you,” I said, staring up at his beautiful face hidden beneath shadow. I needed him to know, to remember that. I embraced the scarlet light that danced around him, memorizing it in contrast with the inky darkness so I could keep it with me in his absence.
 
   His thumb stroked the side of my face.
 
   “Just don’t forget about me,” I halfheartedly teased.
 
   And without a word, Jake’s mouth was on mine, promising me that he never would.
 
    
 
   ~~~~~
 
    
 
   I stared into a white room, and pain filled my head as I tried to focus. There was so much light—blinding, humming light—and when my vision finally adjusted, I whimpered. “Jason?”
 
   He was standing in the doorway of what looked like some deranged exam room filled with large machines with straps and harnesses, making them seem all the more terrifying. For experiments? Torture?
 
   But even as the dread infected my mind, my gaze was transfixed on my brother, standing no more than ten feet in front of me. I was too confused and awestruck to be distracted.
 
   “Jason,” I said almost giddily. “You’re alive!” I waved to get his attention, but he didn’t acknowledge me. “Jason!” I shouted, my body shaking. “Jason! Look at me!” I tried to step forward, but I couldn’t. I was cemented in place, merely an observer in this twisted place. “God damn it, look at me!” I knew he wouldn’t. He couldn’t hear me, but I was desperate for him to see me standing in front of him as he stood there, indifferent and frozen.
 
   A tall, dark-haired woman with a short bob walked between us. She stopped to stand in front of Jason, partially blocking him from my view. I could tell by her slim build and the long, elegant fingers she extended toward him that this was our mom…this was Dr. Wesley. She reached for him with the same reserve, the same uncertainty as she always had in my dreams.
 
   Although I worried Jason would strike her or shout, he stood emotionless…simply staring. Like always, his features were fixed—his jaw clenched and his eyes hard and empty.
 
   After our mom touched his face, his stance and expression unwavering, she turned away from him. Her eyes were shimmering, her cheeks wet with overflowing tears. Whatever she was doing, she was miserable despite her stoic expression. Shaking hands were all the alert I needed to know that whatever she was drawing into the syringe that was suddenly in her hand wasn’t good.
 
   “Jason!” I shouted. “Please, look at me!” But there was nothing I could do. I was frozen in place. A fixed feature in the wall with no voice, unable to move. All I could do was scream. “Please don’t kill him,” I begged, willing Dr. Wesley to hear me. Because this woman wasn’t our mom, and I knew killing him was exactly what she was going to do.
 
   She turned to face him. He didn’t even look at her, but beyond. He didn’t flinch or tense. I couldn’t watch my mom kill my brother. I refused to. Squeezing my eyes shut, I begged and sobbed.
 
   “It’ll be alright…”
 
    
 
   I sat up in bed, my body trembling and my mind reeling. “Jason,” I said, my voice reedy.
 
   The sun filtered through the white linen curtains as I tried to gather my bearings. I peered around the bedroom, determined to catch my breath, to calm down. I stared up at the ceiling. Feeling coolness on my cheek, I brought my hand up to find the damp remnants of silent tears.
 
   I dropped my hand onto the empty space beside me. Once again, I was alone.
 
   Feeling strangely uneasy, I peered around the room. That felt like more than a dream. That voice had been there again—a strange, garbled whisper. It had come and gone, leaving me with yet another ominous sense of urgency. One that I couldn’t ignore this time. It wasn’t a child’s voice; it wasn’t Dani’s unborn baby, I knew that now, somehow. Was it Jason?
 
   Flinging the blankets off me, I jumped out of bed, struggling to pull on a pair of sweatpants and a wadded-up T-shirt from the floor. Jake was leaving this morning, I just hoped he’d gotten a late start. I needed to tell him that Jason might be alive, that he might be at the Colony.
 
   I tried not to let the horror of that thought paralyze me as I galloped down the stairs. I didn’t have time to prepare myself for the fact that the dream might not even be real. It felt real, and that was all the spurring my dwindling hope needed to get me moving.
 
   “Jake!” I called. My bare feet pounded against the wood floor as I ran through the house.
 
   All the rooms were empty, except for the kitchen, where I found Grayson, Sam, and Tavis, having a morning snack.
 
   “Where’s Jake?” I barked. “Did he leave?”
 
   “Zoe,” Becca said from behind me. I twirled around to find her still in her pajamas, her shoulder-length hair unkempt and her wide, pale violet-gray eyes staring back at me.
 
   “Becca, I had a dream about Jason at—”
 
   She was nodding before I could finish. “I had a vision of him. I believe he was dying.” In spite of the general lack of emotional expression afforded her by her Re-gen nature, Becca looked remorseful. “I am sorry you had to see that, Zoe.”
 
   “No, it’s a good thing.” I smiled, unable to help myself. “It’s only a possible future, right? And he can only die if he’s not already dead, which means he’s alive and we can still save him!” My hope quickly dwindled. “How long ago did Jake and my dad leave?”
 
   “They’re outside, saddling the horses,” Sam said through a mouthful of cereal. I was already running out the front door, the screen flinging open then slamming shut behind me.
 
   “Jake! Dad!” I called, barely registering the sound of the screen door opening and closing again behind me or the muffled chatter.
 
   Jake turned to me and frowned. “What is it?” he asked, and though the sun had barely risen, he squinted as he scanned me from head to toe.
 
   Cooper trotted up to me, and I absently pet him as he licked my hands, my eyes too busy searching for Dani.
 
   “Where are your shoes?” I heard someone ask.
 
   Chris brushed her hands off on her pants, taking in my disheveled appearance. “Long night?” she teased.
 
   “I had a dream,” I said, a little out of breath. “Where’s my dad? Where’s Dani?” I glanced back and forth between her and Jake, unconcerned with the others forming a circle around us.
 
   Jake and Chris exchanged skeptical looks.
 
   “A dream about Jason. He was alive—at the Colony.”
 
   Chris looked from Jake to me. “Zoe, it was only a dre—”
 
   “Becca had a vision—saw a possible future.” It was difficult to stomach, let alone say, the next part. “My mom was going to do something to him. I think she was going to kill him. But it means he’s alive, that he’s not dead yet.” When everyone stood there in silence, I continued. “There was a voice, a voice I’ve been hearing a lot lately, and—”
 
   “You’ve been hearing voices?” Sanchez asked as she came up beside me. “Tom tells us you’ve been seeing auras, and now you’re hearing voices, too? Why didn’t you tell us this before?”
 
   Jake’s eyes leveled on me, but what could I do? “You’ve been home for what, ten hours? There’s a lot that’s happened since you guys have been gone. I guess I thought Dani being pregnant was the most important update.” I shook my head. “Look, what matters is that I know, deep down in my gut, that Jason’s alive. He’s at the Colony, or he will be, and if we don’t get to him soon, he will be dead.”
 
   “With no sign of a struggle?” Sanchez said and looked across the group at my dad. “There’s no way Jason would let someone take him, injured or not.”
 
   “And what about the woman?” Chris said.
 
   “This is the Colony we’re talking about. They can do whatever the hell they want.” I was growing impatient with their lack of urgency. Everyone looked at me, half doubtful, just like I would’ve looked had I not experienced the vision firsthand.
 
   “You really think he’s in Colorado, sweetheart?” my dad asked as he stepped toward me.
 
   My eyes met his and then settled on Jake, his hope holding at a low simmer, along with the rest of them. “I know what I saw. Isn’t it at least worth it to go there and see?”
 
   Everyone remained silent, watching me and wondering if this was an act of desperation, if I was only seeing what I’d wanted to see. They all wanted to believe me but barely dared to hope.
 
   I felt my face fall. “Becca saw it, too,” I said defensively. “I’m not delusional.”
 
   “We know you’re not, Zoe,” Sanchez said. Her voice was skeptical, but not unkind. “But the Colony is a whole different ball game. If he’s there—and that’s a big if—we can’t just walk in and ask if we can schedule a play date.”
 
   “Well, we have to try,” I snapped. “What if he’s alive at this moment, but in danger, and we stay here? They’ll kill him, Becca and I have already seen that outcome. Nothing has made sense from the first moment he disappeared. Whatever Dani thinks she saw is wrong.” I peered around, frantic. “Don’t you see? That voice—it could be Jason in my head. I don’t know how, but it’s the only thing that makes any sense in all this craziness. So, if we’re searching anywhere, it needs to be in Colorado.”
 
   “We?” my dad said, a frown narrowing his expression.
 
   “What if he tries to contact me again? I’m going,” I said. There was no room for negotiation.
 
   Tentative footsteps on the gravel grabbed my attention, and Grayson and Sam slowly stepped aside to make room for Dani, Carlos, and Annie. Hesitantly, Dani stepped into the throng of people surrounding me. Although her eyes were bloodshot and her golden aura dim, the baby’s chartreuse halo was still vibrant and defined. “Can I talk to you alone? I think I—”
 
   “I had a dream, D,” I blurted, too frantic to consider her reaction to my theory about what the vision meant. “It’s about Jason.”
 
   Dani peered around at the wide-eyed faces surrounding us and took a step closer to me. “Wh—what do you mean?”
 
   “I gleaned it from Becca—a vision. But Jason was in it. He spoke to me.” I took a deep breath. “I think he’s alive, D.”
 
   I watched the tears flood her celadon pools of pain and grief as she registered my words. Though hope soared inside her, she was already bracing herself to be let down, again.
 
   “I think he’s at the Colony,” I said, my certainty gaining strength. “With my mom.”
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   DANI
 
   DECEMBER 12, 1AE
 
   The Farm, California
 
    
 
   I left the others in a flurry of skeptical, almost reluctant excitement, making the excuse that I felt weak and needed to lie down. Considering that weak and needing rest were two facets of my usual state of being lately, not to mention the huge bomb Zoe had just dropped on us all, on top of my own unexpected and disturbing dream, nobody questioned my claim or even tried to stop me. It helped that I really did feel weak and needed to lie down. I also felt overwhelmed and ecstatic and terrified and a little bit like I was losing my mind. Desperation flooded me, eager and hopeful, but at the same time, I braced myself for the biggest letdown yet. Disappointment was inevitable; if I’d learned anything over the past few weeks, it was that.
 
   I wasn’t strong enough to do this again—to steady myself for dashed hopes, for shattered dreams—not anymore. And then there was my dream, my confusing, haunting dream, not to mention the fact that I’d actually managed to sleep. With everything going on, I felt like I was unraveling. More than ever before, I needed to escape.
 
   By the time I slipped through the cottage’s front door, I was already searching the animal minds around me for a drifting companion. I yelped when I noticed Gabe squatting on the hardwood floor in front of the fireplace.
 
   He glanced at me over his shoulder, but almost immediately returned to staring at the copper teakettle warming over the flames. His hair had grown so long that I doubted he’d trimmed it since we’d left the Colony so many months ago. Pulled back into a low ponytail as it was and combined with his several inches of facial hair, he more closely resembled a member of a motorcycle club than the elite geneticist he’d been.
 
   “Sorry,” he said softly. “Didn’t mean to startle you.”
 
   Feet glued to the floor, I wrapped my arms around my middle. “It’s okay.” For several seconds, I stood in the entryway, watching him and saying nothing. “I thought you were outside…with the others.”
 
   “Hey Gabe, nice to see you,” he said with fake enthusiasm. “Thanks for stopping by.” Again, he looked back at me, this time wearing a wry, tight-lipped smile. “Now get the hell out of my house, or I’ll sick a pack of rabid squirrels on you…”
 
   My pent-up nerves escaped in the form of an explosive, too-loud laugh. I slapped my hand over my mouth, my eyes wide. “Sorry,” I mumbled. “I’m being rude.” I moved to one of the recliners Jason and I had arranged close to the fireplace and practically fell backward into it. I settled my arms on the armrests, letting my hands dangle over the ends. “It is nice to see you, and thank you for stopping by.” I offered Gabe the most genuine smile I could muster at the moment, which probably fell short…by quite a bit. “And I’m not going to kick you out.”
 
   He reached into the hearth for the teapot’s handle with a folded-over dish towel. “You say that now…”
 
   I groaned. “C’mon Gabe, just spit it out.” I rolled my eyes. “The anticipation is killing me.”
 
   He laughed as he stood. “I’m sure.” He set the teapot on a thick wooden trivet on the small table by the fireplace, then pointed to a glass jar filled with dried leaves next to it. “Raspberry leaf tea.”
 
   I raised my eyebrows, impressed. “You’ve been reading up on your herbal remedies.” I nodded to the jar. “Grams swore by raspberry leaf tea.” And she really had; it was well known for easing the less pleasant symptoms of pregnancy. Like, in my case, near-constant nausea. I’d never actually tried it before, but then, I’d never had a reason to. I leaned forward. “Where’d you find it?” While growing raspberries was on my never-ending list of to-dos, I’d yet to actually get around to hunting down some raspberry bushes.
 
   Gabe shrugged. “A tea shop in Windsor.”
 
   “Oh.” I leaned back in my chair, my desire to speak extinguished. The one and only time Gabe had left the farm on an overnight excursion had been several days ago, and he, Jake, Chris, and Tom had headed up to Windsor to search for Jason…who might be alive, who might be in the Colony, who might escape or be rescued only to fall victim to any of the myriad of dangers that lie between there and here.
 
   “The Teahouse of Windsor,” I said, trying to sound conversational. Trying not to sound like I was desperate for Gabe to leave so I could be alone to figure out what the hell I was feeling—ecstatic or terrified or some nauseating combination of the two. The path to earth-shattering disappointment was paved with polished bricks of hope. Shoddy craftsmanship meant those bricks could crumble at any moment, leaving me standing in the mud, alone. “I bet it’s lovely.”
 
   Gabe nodded as he prepared the tea, placing a hearty pinch of the dried raspberry leaves into one of the mesh tea balls I’d “inherited” from Grams and setting the infuser in an oversized earthenware mug. Carefully, he poured in steaming water from the kettle. “I’d have given it to you sooner, but I wanted to make sure it was safe.” He looked at me. “Sugar?”
 
   “Honey,” I said, pointing to the small blue and taupe glazed honey pot I’d freed from an abandoned farm nearby.
 
   “So, listen…” Gabe trailed off as he drizzled honey into the mug. The slow-moving, syrupy string seemed to hypnotize him.
 
   After several seconds with no sign that he was going to continue, I said, “I’m all ears… listening away…”
 
   Gabe flashed me a cautious smile. “Without Jason—” He stopped himself and looked down at the mug, then took a deep breath and stood, setting it on the round end table beside my chair. “Your mind’s not blocked from me anymore.” He took what seemed to be a fortifying breath. “I know that the first real sleep you’ve had in weeks was last night, and that it was filled with a twisted dream of what happened in the woods that day…” He settled in my recliner’s mate, his eyes steady on my face. “I could help with that. Suppress the dream so you can get however much restful sleep you can fit in before you drift away.”
 
   I held my breath, ignoring the disapproval threaded throughout his final words and forcing myself not to feel affronted or grow defensive. “It’s fine. I’m dealing with it. Zo’s helping me, you know, by digging around for the truth—her way of psychoanalyzing me, I suppose.” I forced another smile and, wanting to take the focus off of me and my issue, said, “Did you hear? Zo had a vision.”
 
   Gabe cocked his head to the side.
 
   I waved my hand to dismiss his confused expression. “Becca had a vision. Zo just witnessed it, I guess.” I took a deep breath, letting it out slowly. “What she saw—it made her think Jason’s alive…and at the Colony.” I will not freak out. I will not freak out. I will not freak out. But I really, really, really wanted to lose it right about now. I clenched my jaw, stiffened my neck, and hardened my heart.
 
   Gabe leaned forward, elbows on his knees.
 
   “With Dr. Wesley,” I added.
 
   “Jesus fucking Christ,” Gabe said softly, head drooping so he could smooth back his already-smoothed-back hair.
 
   I started fidgeting with the hem of my zip-up hoodie, my bottom lip unconsciously drawn between my teeth. Inexplicably, I felt tears well in my eyes, and I bit down a little too hard on my lip to hold them back. I couldn’t, however, prevent my chin from trembling.
 
   “I—” Gabe stood abruptly. “I should see if I can find out anything from my old contacts back at the Colony. Excuse me.” I watched him stride to the front door, his long legs eating up the hardwood in a mere handful of steps, and then he was gone.
 
   For several seconds, I stared at the door, my eyes tracing the outline of the six small panes of glass inset into the wood but not really seeing. For several minutes after that, I stared at the cup of tea steaming on the end table, then at the low flames dancing in the hearth.
 
   I thought I should pick up the mug of tea, or possibly tend to the fire, or sort and clean up one of the myriad of bunches of herbs hanging to dry from the hooks Jason had screwed into the cottage’s low, exposed crossbeams throughout the front room, or do anything else besides sit in that chair doing nothing. But nothing was all I seemed capable of at the moment. I could sit there and do nothing while confusion crept in and the thin veil of numbness shielding me from hope and excitement and all-encompassing joy and fear grew thinner and thinner.
 
   I jumped when someone knocked on the front door. When the door didn’t immediately open, I turned my head and stared, hard, but my angle was wrong and I couldn’t see through the small windows to tell who was on the other side. Why wasn’t the visitor simply letting themselves in?
 
   Again, someone knocked on the door, louder this time. “Dani? It’s Tom. Can I come in?” There was no question of whether or not I was within; with his Ability, he could sense me easily enough.
 
   So, with a sigh, I hoisted myself up out of the armchair, trudged to the entryway, and opened the door. “Come on in,” I said, holding my arm out in wilted invitation.
 
   Tom stood in the doorway, hands in the pockets of his worn leather coat, somehow looking both sturdy and rickety at the same time. Though Jason was larger than Tom, he had definitely inherited his father’s prominent stature. And for the first time while looking at Tom, I wondered if I might be catching a glimpse several decades into the future. I had to stop myself from studying his weathered features too closely, from seeking every little hint of his son, every little undefinable reminder of Jason.
 
   Ducking his head in greeting, Tom stepped through the doorway. My heart clenched and my stomach twisted. There was so much of Jason in that single motion, and I felt instantly grateful that Tom hadn’t visited me in the cottage until now. A week ago, I wouldn’t have been able to handle such a raw reminder of what was gone, or even yesterday. But today, everything was different. No matter how hard I tried to quell the hope that Becca’s vision had stirred, I couldn’t ignore it completely. I couldn’t prevent at least a small part of myself from believing that Jason truly was alive.
 
   I shut the door and turned around to find Tom standing behind one of the chairs at the kitchen table. His hands gripped the top rail, seeming to steady him. “Please, sit,” he said, pulling out the chair.
 
   Frowning, I crossed the short distance between us, the wood floor creaking under my boots, and sat in the offered chair. My stomach was still far from settled, and I glanced at the mug on the end table indecisively, but before I could stand again to retrieve it, Tom was already moving toward it.
 
   “Here you go,” he said, setting the mug on the farm table before me and taking the adjacent chair.
 
   I looked at him, then at the mug for several long seconds, before I finally lifted my stare back up to his troubled blue eyes.
 
   He smiled sheepishly. “Yes, I did just glean that from your mind, and I’m sorry.” He bowed his head, just a little. “I know how much you value the privacy of your own thoughts, and I really do try to keep to myself.”
 
   Raising my eyebrows, I picked up the mug and brought it up to my lips. For whatever reason, I’d expected it to taste like bitter raspberries despite the honey, but I was pleasantly surprised by something that tasted quite a bit like black tea.
 
   “Anna enjoyed it as well,” Tom said softly, and when my eyes met his, he offered me that same, quiet smile. “The kids never knew about it, but we lost our first baby. It was the stress, after leaving Gregory, or the fear, I guess you could say.” His fond expression melted, and I found myself sitting next to the same lost man I’d known as Zoe’s dad for most of my life. He cleared his throat. “Your grandmother was a great help during the pregnancy…and after.”
 
   My mouth felt suddenly parched, so I took another sip and licked my lips. “I’m so sorry.”
 
   Tom nodded slowly. “Thank you.” He sighed. “But I’m not here to dig up old losses. I know you think you might be repressing something in your memory of that day, and that Zoe’s been trying to help you uncover whatever that may be…and I also know about the dream you had last night.”
 
   “How—”
 
   “I picked up on it out there,” he said, nodding toward the door. He studied my face for a moment. “I know you both think her efforts have been unsuccessful, but I think you’re wrong, and I think your dream is evidence of that. I think she’s nudged the truth—uncovered the tip of the iceberg, if you will.”
 
   I took another sip of tea, holding the warm liquid in my mouth, waiting.
 
   “The fact of the matter is, Zoe’s dead set on going to search for Jason, but I’m not willing to let my one remaining child risk her life on a manhunt unless I know for sure that he’s out there.”
 
   I swallowed the tea in one big gulp and winced. And coughed. “So what are you saying exactly?”
 
   “Zoe’s Ability is strong.” Tom’s gaze met mine, his eyes blue pools of determination. “Mine is stronger.”
 
   “So you want to dig through my memories,” I said flatly. It wasn’t that it was a bad idea; on the contrary, it was a great one. It was just that it was such a violation of me. When Zoe did it, I had no control of what she did or didn’t see, or of how long she rifled around in my mind. It was hard enough handing over that control to someone I trusted implicitly. And now Tom was asking me to do the same with him.
 
   But if it helps us find Jason…
 
   I pressed my lips together and nodded resolutely. “Alright. But can Zoe come along for the ride? Is that even possible?”
 
   Tom’s shoulders sagged in relief. “I was just about to suggest that myself.”
 
    
 
   ~~~~~
 
    
 
   I relaxed in one of the comfy chairs near the fireplace, footrest extended and chairback reclined. Zoe was perched on a stool to the right of the recliner, and her dad sat on my left. Each held one of my hands; Tom claimed physical contact would only increase the connection, making the memory-excavating process both quicker and easier. Both sounded good to me, especially considering what memory I would be reliving during the process, fully conscious and aware.
 
   “Alright,” Tom said, giving my hand a squeeze. “We’re going to go through the memory once, as is.” When I looked at him, I found his attention on Zoe. “This will allow us to look for any seams—places where a ‘patch’ might have been placed, however unintentionally, over a memory. Do you know what I’m talking about?”
 
   Zoe nodded. “I think so. Everyone has them…all over the place.”
 
   Tom, too, was nodding. “There’s no such thing as a perfect memory.”
 
   Much as I was a fan of a good learning opportunity, my anxiety and nerves were building to a slow crescendo. “So…” I couldn’t help the slight tremble in my voice.
 
   This time, it was Zoe who gave my hand a reassuring squeeze. “Just relax and close your eyes, D.” When she smiled, I did as she directed. “You won’t see us, but we’ll be there with you.”
 
   I inhaled deeply, then let it out slowly.
 
    
 
   I was in the woods, Jason by my side and one of the traders from New Bodega approaching. His hands were raised defensively, his benign words making me complacent. Only a few moments later, those same hands brandished a pistol. The crack-crack-crack of gunfire was deafening. The sight of Jason, bleeding and on the ground, heartbreaking. The feel of the soft earth under my boots and the damp air whooshing in and out of my lungs barely registered as I ran for help. Jason…
 
    
 
   “Ughhh…” Zoe dropped my hand, clearly frustrated. “I’ve been over it dozens of times, and it’s always the same. I can’t sense any sort of ‘seam’ or anything like that.” She ran her fingers through her hair roughly, almost like she was trying to pull her frustration out through her scalp. “Either we’re wrong and the dream was just a dream, or the whole damn thing is a fucking ‘patch’ or whatever.” Yep, Zoe was really frustrated.
 
   I smiled weakly. “Sorry…”
 
   Zoe huffed out a breath and met my eyes. “It’s not your fault, D.”
 
   “No,” Tom said. “It’s not.” His voice was tight, his tone flat. It sent goose bumps crawling up and down my skin.
 
   Zoe and I exchanged a wary look, then shifted our attention to Tom. “What do you mean?” she asked.
 
   “It’s a plant.” Tom lurched to his feet, his stance rigid. “It’s a goddamn plant!” He took several steps away, then turned to face us. His hands flexed at his sides. “They’re good, I’ll give ’em that. They’re really damn good.” He shook his head, looking angrier than I’d ever seen him.
 
   “Dad…” Zoe stood slowly. “What do you mean, a ‘plant’?”
 
   Tom rushed back to his chair, sitting and leaning toward me so abruptly that I shrank away. “Someone planted the entire memory in her mind.” Narrowing his eyes, he cocked his head first to one side, then the other, like I was a specimen to be studied. “That’s why there are no seams…no holes to be patched up.” He reached out, gently brushing a stray curl out of my face. “The memory is too perfect, because none of what she remembers is real.”
 
   “She’s right here,” I said, a teensy bit terrified.
 
   Tom blinked, and his hand fell away. “I’m sorry.” His eyes slipped to Zoe as she reclaimed her stool and my hand, then fixed once again on my face. “I’m so sorry, Dani.” He shook his head. “It’s just that I’ve never seen an example of another’s work that was so, well, perfect.” He narrowed his eyes, thinking. “Maybe not thought through completely, but I think it would be almost impossible to blend such a huge false memory into someone’s mind without knowing them well. This is impressive—”
 
   “Dad!” Zoe said, sounding more than a little exasperated. “Focus. Can we get rid of the whole thing somehow? I’m pretty sure D doesn’t want some stranger’s implanted memory in her mind any longer than necessary.”
 
   I shook my head vehemently. “Nope, not even a little bit.” The realization that yet another person had been inside my head frustrated me to the point of tears. “I want it gone.” And beyond that, more than anything, I wanted to know what hid beneath the false memory. We all did. Somehow, it had to explain what had happened to Jason, dead or alive. Please be alive. Please be alive.
 
   Please, please, please be alive!
 
   “We need to go back to a time earlier in the day,” Tom said, “way before they would’ve started the false memory. And when we find the beginning, we should be able to peel it away, revealing what’s beneath.” His eyes were bright, and when he took my hand in his, I could feel him shaking, just a little.
 
   I glanced from his face down to his hand and back.
 
   He gave me a small smile and clenched his trembling hand into a fist. “We’re about to find out who’s responsible for my son’s disappearance. We’re one giant step closer to finding him.”
 
   “Let’s not get our hopes up just yet,” Zoe said. But when I looked at her, when I saw the brightness in her eyes, I knew that she was just as excited. I felt just as excited.
 
   “Alright, Dani,” Tom said. “This is just like before, but think of sometime an hour or two earlier in the day.”
 
   I quirked my mouth to the side and searched my recollection of the time before the incident. It was filled with small, but not insignificant moments that I’d avoided until now. Moments with Jason that were painful in their sweetness, or at least they had been when I’d felt certain I would never experience another such moment with him again.
 
   I settled on the final few minutes before Jason and I left the farm on foot, our foraging baskets on the gravel driveway. We’d both been kneeling on the ground in front of Annie, trying to coax her out of near hysterics at the prospect of being left behind.
 
   “Good,” Tom said. “That’ll work just fine. Now just relax and close your eyes and let us do the heavy lifting.”
 
   Exhaling a sigh and repressing tears, I closed my eyes.
 
    
 
   I was having the best day I’d had in months. Jason and I were alone—we had been for hours—and in the woods, surrounded by leafy trees and the pleasant smell of damp earth and decaying foliage. It was like we were in our own, private fairy land. And as we trampled death caps beneath our boots in our eagerness to get closer to one another, I hoped that this day, this moment where we had zero responsibilities, where we were allowed to just be us, would last forever.
 
   But as Jason leaned in to kiss me once more, I sensed two minds approaching. I quickly told Jason about them, adding, “One feels a little more familiar than the other, but…” I shook my head. “Must just be New Bodega people.”
 
   “Which direction?” Jason asked.
 
   I pointed to the southwest. “They’re close. Should be able to hear them soon.”
 
   “I can hear you out there,” Jason called. “Either identify yourselves or start moving in another direction. The choice is yours, but you’d better make it now.” He glanced at me.
 
   I shook my head. “Still coming.”
 
   Jason raised his gun. “Remember, Red—shoot first, feel—”
 
   “Feel bad about it later,” I murmured. “I know.”
 
   “Hello?” a man called ahead. “Who’s there? Can you tell me where we are? We seem to be lost.” Moments later, a man came into view between one of the few pines in the forest and a robust oak tree, a woman a few steps behind him.
 
   Flicker.
 
   A woman comes into view between one of the few pines in the forest and a robust oak tree.
 
   Flicker.
 
   A man and a woman came into view between one of the few pines in the forest and a robust oak tree.
 
   Flicker.
 
   A woman comes into view between one of the few pines in the forest and a robust, old oak tree. She’s brunette, tall, and broad shouldered. And then there’s the sawed-off shotgun she has propped almost lazily on one shoulder and the wary gaze she throws our way.
 
   Jason takes several steps forward, blocking my view of the stranger even as he aims his gun at her. “Don’t fucking move.”
 
   The woman laughs, a rich throaty sound. “Whatever you say, sugar. I’m good right here.”
 
   “Why are you here?” Jason’s voice is flat, cold, dangerous. “What do you want?”
 
   “Oh, this and that…”
 
   Their back-and-forth continues, but I’m too distracted by the hard press of what I can only assume is a gun nozzle between my shoulder blades.
 
   “Don’t make a sound,” a man whispers near my ear, his hand curling around my neck. “Don’t move or make a sound unless I tell you to. And do not use your Ability.” He removes the gun from my back, but I’m still so scared that I can barely force my lungs to draw breath. “Now, I want you to raise your gun and press it against the side of your head.”
 
   Tears are leaking out of my eyes, streaking down my cheeks. I don’t want to do it. Every fiber of my being is screaming, crying, thrashing. But it does no good. My entire body is trembling as I raise my pistol and press the nozzle against my temple.
 
   “Very good,” my unseen, mind-controlling attacker says. “Now, my associate has been…let’s call it ‘clouding’ your companion’s perception of reality for the past minute or so. He doesn’t know that I’m here, but she’s going to stop just as soon as I tell her to. When she does, if your companion makes a move—any move—to harm me or my associate, or if he doesn’t do as I say, you are going to pull the trigger and your brain is going to be all over the forest floor.” His hand tightens on my neck, and I can feel his breath hot against my ear. “For your sake, I hope he cares enough about you to make this as painless as possible.”
 
   He releases me, and all I can do is stand there, silently shaking and crying while on the verge of ending my own life.
 
   “You can drop the illusion now, Larissa,” the man says from behind me. A few seconds later, he says, “Hello, Jason. It’s nice to see you again.”
 
   Jason spins around, his second pistol drawn and aimed at the man behind me—and at me. His icy mask falters when he sees me, when the gun I have pressed against my skull registers. “Dani, what are you—”
 
   “Tell him, child.”
 
   I bristle instantly, though I know it’s stupid to find offense from a belittling name, especially now, when so much more is at stake. After a shaky, deep breath, I manage to say, “He’s compelled me, Jason. If you try to hurt him—either of them—I have to…” I stifle a sob. “I’ll pull the trigger if you try to hurt them. Or if you don’t do what he tells you to do.” My chin is trembling, and one lone sob escapes. “I don’t want to die.”
 
   I can see Jason’s Adam’s apple move as he swallows. Jaw clenched, he clears his throat. “You’re not going to die. I promise you, Red, you’re not going to die.”
 
   “Good, good,” the man says as he steps out from behind me, and I get my first real look at him. I’m shocked to find that I recognize him—I’ve traded with him in New Bodega a time or two. “Now, Jason,” he says, “it’s very important that you understand how my Ability works. I can compel others to do as I wish, but I must be touching them for the compulsion to work. Once it has set in, it can last days or weeks or even months, depending on the person. Unless, of course, I release the compulsion.”
 
   Part of me expects some smart-ass response from Jason, but he remains silent, a statue of barely-restrained menace, of promised death.
 
   “I’m going to touch your hand,” the trader says as he approaches Jason. “You can lower your guns; you won’t be needing them.” He reaches out, taking hold of Jason’s wrist once it’s at hip level. “I’m going to compel you. Don’t attempt to nullify my Ability, or the girl will die. Do you understand?”
 
   “Yes.” The single word is harsh on Jason’s lips.
 
   “Good, good.” I can hear the smile in the trader’s voice. “Now, you will always obey me, you will never harm me, and you will constantly amplify my Ability, starting immediately.” After a brief pause, the trader sighs. “Oh God, the power,” he groans. “Together, Mandy and I were a force to be reckoned with, but you, Larissa, and I—we’re going to be unstoppable. That bastard won’t know what hit him.”
 
   With the mention of that name—Mandy—memories click together in my mind, and I realize that the marketplace in New Bodega isn’t the first place I’ve seen this man. He was with the cult in Tahoe, one of the many controlled by Mandy’s Ability…or so we’d believed. Now, it’s becoming clear that he’d had a much more active role. Because he’d controlled Mandy? Or because he’d controlled them all? Just her, I think remotely, considering that most of the Tahoe people were now residents of Hope Valley, not under his mind control.
 
   “I find it quite fitting that you’re the one who will help me get what I want,” Cole tells Jason, “considering that you’re the one who took it away from me to begin with. When you killed Mandy—”
 
   “Cole,” the woman—Larissa—says as she moves around Jason and toward me. “Care to order your new pet to give me a little boost while I take care of the girl’s memory?”
 
   “I could do that…” Cole moves to join Larissa, and both stop within an arm’s reach of me. “Or I could order him to kill her.”
 
   Horror flashes across Larissa’s bold features, but it’s quickly masked behind bland amusement. “You could…” She makes a subtle pouty face. “But then I wouldn’t be able to practice, and you know how much better I get at creating memories after each attempt, especially when they contain such strong emotions.” She pauses and glances at me, panic alighting in her eyes, then quickly disappearing before she returns her gaze to Cole. “And how excited the emotions make me…”
 
   Cole chuckles. “You’re such a greedy succubus.” He leans in toward her, his hand coming up to grasp her neck. He pauses just short of his lips touching hers. “Do as you wish, but make sure there are no loose ends. You cannot possibly imagine the things I will make you do to yourself if you fuck this up for me.” He kisses her, hard, then releases her and walks away to rejoin Jason.
 
   Larissa exhales heavily, relief transforming her face. “Now don’t you worry, sugar,” she says, moving closer to me. She cuts her forearm with a pocketknife, then smears the blood on my hands, clothing, and face, even as I fight the urge to cringe. “For legitimacy, sugar. Trust me.” Finally, she places her hands on either side of my head and leans in to stare deeply into my eyes. “I’m going to make this all go away, so you can go home and live a good long life with your friends, just you wait and see.”
 
    
 
   ~~~~~
 
    
 
   “Cole,” Tom said, slouching in his chair. “Of course it’s Cole.”
 
   “Cole?” Zoe’s face was filled with confusion.
 
   “He was one of the cult leaders with Mandy,” I told her. And holy shit, Jason’s really alive! I wanted to laugh out loud. I wanted to cry. I did a little bit of both, slapping my hands over my mouth almost as soon as the confused sound bubbled up from my throat. “Sorry,” I said after I’d collected myself. “I just can’t believe it’s really true.” I cleared my throat. “Jason’s really out there, alive.” I shook my head, tears welling in my eyes. “I thought it was impossible…thought there was no chance…”
 
   “Don’t worry, D.” Zoe gave my hand a squeeze, her own eyes shimmering with unshed tears. “We get it, trust me.” She exchanged a look with her dad, who nodded.
 
   I smiled weakly, then cleared my throat again. “Oh, but about Cole—we thought he was just another victim of Mandy’s. But…” I shrugged. “This explains how he knew what Jason could do.” I felt like kicking myself for not having recognized him sooner, but I had only met him the one time in Tahoe, and he’d looked so different then…
 
   “If there’s one thing Cole’s never been,” Tom said, standing and stretching stiffly, “it’s a victim.”
 
   “You knew him”—I shook my head—“know him?”
 
   Slowly, Tom started pacing back and forth between the kitchen table and his chair. “A long time ago. He worked with Anna when Gregor—I mean, when Herodson’s plan was still in the developmental phase, then he became the leader of one of the satellite compounds where Herodson conducted research and slowly built his army of people with Abilities. Anna was far better acquainted with him; she even met Mandy before she became…” Tom took a deep breath. “Cole is the one who twisted Mandy into the monster she was when you met her in Tahoe, Dani.”
 
   “Okay,” Zoe drew the word out slowly. “So, Cole wants Jason for—”
 
   “Power,” Tom said without hesitation. “He’s going after Herodson. Cole’s going to try to get rid of him and take everything that he’s built.” I didn’t think it sounded so bad.
 
   “Maybe we should let him,” Zoe said, voicing my thoughts. “Then Mom would be free…”
 
   Tom shook his head. “Herodson’s a power-hungry bastard, but he at least tries to use his power to make the world better.” He held his hand up, cutting off both my and Zoe’s sputtered protestations. “Cole is much, much worse. He’s a psychopath. He just wants power so he can rule…so he can play with people’s lives…so he can create and destroy at will.” Tom closed his eyes and took several long, slow breaths. “I can’t believe I’m about to say this.” He opened his eyes and looked at us. “We have to go after them…to stop them.”
 
   “And save Jason,” I said, adrenaline spiking in my bloodstream.
 
   Tom nodded and closed his eyes, his features tensing. “And Herodson.”
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   ZOE
 
   DECEMBER 12, 1AE
 
   New Bodega, California
 
    
 
   My dad and I stepped into what used to be the old Tide’s Wharf Restaurant, the building and surrounding parking lot now serving as the Transportation and Planning Department in New Bodega. Before, when New Bodega had simply been Bodega Bay and all of us were living our lives blissfully unaware, I’d eaten at the restaurant many times—soups and sandwiches on weekends or during summer breaks with Dani. I was still getting used to the fact that my hometown, which had once been sprawling, was now contained behind a wall dividing “out there” and “in here.”
 
   We walked toward the receptionist, needing an “okay” from the manager to use one of New Bodega’s vehicles for our pressing trip to Colorado to save Jason…and, much to my displeasure, General Herodson. My shoulders tensed, and my hands clenched at my sides as I, for the millionth time, considered how ludicrous our situation was.
 
   “My friend Lance said there was a pretty lady in charge of all exchanges and rentals—said that I should talk to Cynthia,” my dad said, flashing the cherub-faced woman a heart-stopping smile. Growing up, I’d seen that same smile make all the ladies in Bodega Bay blush. I thought back to his flirting with our neighbor, Charlene, and how he’d refused to let that budding relationship turn into anything more than a neighborly friendship. Knowing what I knew now, that he was wrecked and ruined in the wake of my mom’s leaving, I began to understand why.
 
   The woman’s full cheeks flushed, and her pouty lips curved into a small smile. “I’m Cynthia,” she said. She straightened her shoulders.
 
   He’s still got it. I pursed my lips to keep from smiling and turned away. Moving off to the side to let my dad work his magic, I stared out one of the numerous picture windows that lined the west side of the building.
 
   The pampas grass and wild wheat layering the hillsides in the distance bent to the wind’s will, their surrender a plea to the hiding sun. The gulls fought unyielding gusts above the choppy, gloom-colored waves. I remembered a time when all of it—the majesty of nature and the changing of the seasons—had been less ominous, when it had been beautiful. But now everything seemed antagonistic. And considering everything that had happened here—my mom’s escape with my dad, Herodson coming back for her, Cole taking my brother, Larissa messing with Dani’s head—this place I once thought was comfortable and safe was nothing but an illusion. Up until a year ago, my entire life had been an illusion.
 
   I turned away from the window. I needed to stay focused. Peering up at the wood-planked ceiling, I took in the scent of the musty room—the brine and moisture in the air that fused to every fiber and settled into every woodgrain. It was the smell of what used to be home, of a life I barely remembered; it was almost stifling now.
 
   But, in spite of my mind’s unwanted meanderings, watching the comings and goings of New Bodega citizens made me feel bizarrely normal. It was like I was waiting in line at the post office in the old days, with people hustling around, going about their lives completely oblivious to everyone else’s.
 
   What were people’s lives like now that they didn’t have to sit in traffic or be on conference calls? Were they worried about the amount of food in their pantries? About clean water? And as far as I knew, no one—save for the exploration, trading, and scavenging teams—ever needed to leave the protection of the New Bodega community. Everyone had probably already forgotten what was out there, hidden in the abandoned alleyways and dark corners of the country. I wasn’t sure which was worse, remembering or not remembering. But given the easy, carefree steps of citizens wandering in and out of the building, it seemed they hadn’t a care in the world.
 
   Curious, I allowed my cerebral tentacles to survey the surrounding minds. An older man sat in a chair against the far wall, waiting for a young, red-haired woman in the front of the Housing Commission line, decades of smoking causing his shallow, somewhat labored breathing. A bold-lettered sign drawn in black, heavy ink that read We Are Survivors hung above him. His companion was flirting with the clerk behind the conference table that served as the counter.
 
   The old man’s mind was filled with acutely tangible memories of happiness and pain. His name was Winston. He’d lost his wife seven years back to bone cancer. And when she passed, his life became listless and empty—that was, until the Ending, when he decided that simply breathing in the desolate, dangerous world was no longer worth the effort.
 
   I studied the lines on Winston’s face, my heart filling with heaviness as I witnessed memories of him and his wife over the years, memories that had made living without her pure torture for him. He’d been working up the courage to end his misery with a 12-gauge shotgun the day he’d heard a woman screaming outside his apartment building.
 
   The woman speaking with the clerk in front of him was Debbie, and she wasn’t flirting with the mousey man behind the table, not really. Although Winston was some thirty years older than her, he and Debbie were connected in a way they never would’ve been before the world turned to shit. Winston had saved her life, had shot the crazed man attacking her, likely saving her from certain death or something far worse. Debbie’s gratitude and smile had given Winston a reason to live again, and in return, she’d gained a bristly old man to happily care for when she’d felt the most alone.
 
   “Are you sure there’s no way we can hurry the paperwork along?” Debbie asked, her eyes wide and pleading as she worried her bottom lip. She leaned down, closer to the clerk, and whispered, “He’s my grandpa, the only person I have left. I’m not sure how much longer he has before…”
 
   The clerk’s face instantly softened, and he glanced past her to the old man, who’d fallen into a coughing fit.
 
   Feeling unexpected admiration for the woman, I let them be and scanned the rest of the people in the long line behind Debbie.
 
   A girl, about twelve years old, was standing patiently with her father. He wasn’t her real father, but the man who had saved her and taken her in when he and his brother had found her in Arizona, seven months back. The girl was chatting telepathically with a terrier named Fritz, who sat obediently outside the window, like Annie and Dani regularly did with their flock of farm animals.
 
   That’s when I saw Biggs. His blue eyes and boy-next-door smile flashed kindness and interest at the elderly woman he was speaking with outside, just on the other side of the glass door. “Stay away from my children,” he’d said. The sting of his last words to me had haunted me since the day he left. I’d wanted to speak to him, to apologize over and over for the pain of losing Sarah, for the lies. But Biggs hadn’t come back to us.
 
   A man with a scar over his right eye and hair hanging in his face walked through the door, momentarily blocking my view of Biggs. Our eyes met for the briefest moment, the stranger’s narrowing before he turned and walked away. Frowning, I continued to stare through the glass door, trying to deduce Biggs’s state of mind, but I couldn’t sense anything from him. Then I noticed that the woman he’d been speaking with was walking away, leaving him standing there, alone.
 
   My feet were carrying me toward the door before I knew what I was doing. My hand gripped the door handle, hesitation and relief warring as I tried to decide whether or not to make myself known.
 
   “Excuse us,” Debbie said from behind me, and I flattened against the entry wall to let her and Winston pass. Just as I did, Biggs noticed me, and his relaxed features hardened, just a little.
 
   Winston held the door open for me, a cantankerous look pinching his face as he waited for me to exit.
 
   “Sorry,” I said and stepped outside. “Thank you.” The wind whipped my hair around my face, but all I could focus on were my sweating palms and my thrumming heartbeat…and Biggs, standing just a few yards away.
 
   “Zoe,” Biggs said, straightening. His eyes were opened wide, and I could only hope that, as he wiped his palms on his pants like he was uncomfortable, he wouldn’t walk away from me.
 
   Tentatively, I took a step toward him, an uncertain smile on my face. “Hey, Biggs.”
 
   Biggs pursed his lips and offered me a nod as he shoved his hands into his pockets. We stood in silence for a few seconds. The sound of dock workers behind us and seagull cries from above filled the space left by all that was unsaid between us. This one time, when all I wanted was to read him, I couldn’t. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d felt so inept and vulnerable—so normal.
 
   “Biggs, I’m so sorry. I know—”
 
   Biggs held up his hand. “Please, Zoe, don’t.” His voice was quiet, pained. “There’s no need.”
 
   I bit the inside of my cheek, wondering if that was a good no need or an I’ll-never-forgive-you no need. I tried to shake my hindering nerves away and hoped for the best. “Well, you…you look well,” I said, gesturing to his cargo pants and long sleeves. He did look well—a little tired, perhaps, but well.
 
   Biggs exhaled and rubbed the side of his head. “So do you, Zoe.” He cleared his throat. “How are things at the farm?” He gestured to the bench bolted into the sidewalk.
 
   Relief bloomed inside me, and I followed him, clinging to a grain of hope that we might be able to repair our broken friendship.
 
   The bench creaked beneath us as we sat down, and Biggs leaned forward, his elbows on his knees. “Harper said everything is going well.”
 
   His obliviousness was surprising. I knew Harper had been to town since Jason’s disappearance, so I wondered why he hadn’t mentioned it to Biggs. “Things have been better,” I said. “We’re here securing a vehicle for an unexpected trip back to the Colony.”
 
   Biggs stiffened and frowned. “What?” I could only imagine the resurfacing memories of our time there—of what the General had done to Sarah and her suicide plaguing his mind. “Why?”
 
   “Jason’s been missing for a couple weeks, and we just found out that’s where he is.” I crossed my arms over my chest and leaned back, gazing out at the green hills set against the coal-colored sky. “And Dani’s pregnant.” I granted myself a sidelong glance at Biggs.
 
   “I heard about that,” he said, his voice distant. I could see that concern filled his baby-blue eyes, even if I couldn’t feel it, which was peculiar. “Is she okay?” I could only assume he meant both emotionally and physically, given the circumstances.
 
   I pulled my bomber jacket tighter around me, attempting to stave off the sudden chill. “She will be,” I said firmly. “Once we get Jason back.”
 
   Biggs eyed me.
 
   I was about to change the subject to something less grim—to the twins—when I heard the door open and shut behind me. I expected to see my dad when I turned around, but it was the man with the scar over his eyebrow. I turned back around to Biggs.
 
   “You know for a fact he’s at Peterson?”
 
   “Pretty sure,” I said. “Where exactly, well…I guess we’ll have to figure that out when we get there.” Though I had a pretty good idea I’d find him with my mom.
 
   “Well, you’ll be able to feel his mind, right? Or maybe see his memories as you get closer?” Biggs said, offering me more hope.
 
   With a curt nod, I said, “Yep.” Though, truthfully, I didn’t want to think about the alternative—him nulling everyone—or that fact that we might get there too late.
 
   “Will you stop along the way? Maybe the Tahoe folks can help you. Or have they all moved out here already?”
 
   I finally realized why Harper might have withheld our situation from Biggs. He was growing more anxious by the minute, and our problems weren’t something he needed to worry about, not when he had two babies at home. “There are still a dozen or so survivors in Zephyr Cove. The plan is to stop there to regroup, then continue to Colorado, nonstop, if possible.”
 
   “You’re leaving once you get a car?”
 
   I tucked my wayward hair behind my ear. “As soon as we can get a vehicle big enough for the six of us going.” But I didn’t want to think about what the next few days had in store for us. “So, how are the babies?” I asked, unable to keep from smiling. I glanced around automatically. “Where are they?”
 
   Biggs was about to answer when my dad’s voice boomed behind us. “We got a van,” he called. “Let’s get back to the farm so we can finish packing and get on the road.” He nodded to Biggs. “Hi there. How are you?” My dad extended his hand to Biggs. “I’m Tom.”
 
   “Dad,” I said, pointing to Biggs as he shook my dad’s hand. “This is my…”
 
   “Friend,” Biggs finished for me.
 
   I could barely contain my grin. “He’s the other member of Harper and Sanchez’s Army outfit I was telling you about.”
 
   “Hello, sir,” Biggs said.
 
   “I’m sorry to rush you, sweetheart, but we’ve got to get on the road.” My dad glanced at Biggs and then me. As much as I wanted to stay and talk, for hours if Biggs would let me, I knew we needed to get back home. Every second wasted was another hour, another day, added to our long journey to reach Jason.
 
   “It was good to see you, Biggs. Please, don’t be a stranger.” I hesitated, then said, “We all miss you.”
 
   Biggs gave me a tight-lipped smile and took a step back. “Safe journey,” he said, and I felt his eyes on us as we walked away.
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   ANNA
 
   DECEMBER 12, 1AE
 
   The Colony, Colorado
 
    
 
   Tap tap tap. Tap. Tap tap tap. Tap. Tap tap tap.
 
   Through the doorway to the back offices, Gregory glanced Anna’s way, and her index finger paused just shy of her nail clicking against the windowsill of the gatehouse’s broad window. She raised her left eyebrow just a touch, tilted her head just a little, and narrowed her eyes just enough that he would notice. Just enough to let him know that she was displeased. He was wasting her time, after all.
 
   They’d been in the cramped gatehouse, breathing the same stuffy air, for nearly fifteen minutes—fourteen minutes longer than was necessary, as far as Anna was concerned. But ever since Gregory received the news that Cole was still a living, breathing parasite, wandering around, no doubt attaching himself to bigger, stronger allies, he’d been keeping Anna close. He hadn’t voiced it out loud, but Anna could tell that Gregory was afraid. What did he think would happen if Cole showed up and she wasn’t nearby, using her Ability to boost his to the max? She could only imagine. And if she was being honest with herself, she was more than a little afraid of Cole, too.
 
   Gregory frowned at Anna, then turned his attention back to the guard, reaching out to push the office door closed enough that Anna was blocked from his view. He’d had enough of her distractions, it seemed. “Whatever the means,” he said, his voice floating through the crack in the doorway, “make sure that nobody enters without first being cleared by me. You don’t let anyone in—not anyone; they can wait outside until I’m here for the morning or afternoon inspection.” His voice was soft, calm—dangerous—and it vibrated with a stifling amount of mind-controlling power. “Do you understand, Simmons?”
 
   Gregory was using his Ability so strongly on the lanky, graying guard that the poor man didn’t stand a chance of disobeying.
 
   “Very good,” Gregory said. “Now, if someone does try to enter…” Gregory continued to give the guard commands, but Anna’s attention was drawn to the trio approaching the tall, electrified chain-link gate blocking the west entrance to the Colony. Backed as they were by the sinking sun, all Anna could tell about them was that two were male and one was female.
 
   When one of the four other guards on duty at the west gate started sliding it open, she glanced at the mostly closed door to the office, where Gregory was still giving commands. They shouldn’t have been opening the gate. Anna frowned. They shouldn’t have even been able to open the gate—Gregory had already given them all Ability-laden commands not to.
 
   Confused and curious, Anna moved toward the open doorway to get a better view. She considered alerting Gregory to the fact that the exact thing he was currently outlawing was taking place—very obviously—at that very moment. The gate was now halfway open, despite Gregory’s orders.
 
   She hesitated, utterly baffled by what was going on. Finally, she gave in and called Gregory’s name.
 
   He opened the door a few inches and peered out at Anna, and it would’ve been impossible for him to miss what was happening at the gate right behind her. Except Gregory’s gaze slid right past the telltale view through the window, settling firmly on Anna. “Apologies, my dear. I know today hasn’t been a good day for Peter. We’ll be done here soon, and you can get back to his bedside.”
 
   Anna held his gaze for several drawn-out seconds, at a loss for words—it was suddenly very clear to her that something Ability-related was going on—then forced a small, genuine-looking smile. It was a skill she’d become quite adept at over the years. “Soon it won’t matter. The new treatment is proving universally beneficial on Re-gens.” Her smile became shaky with relief and the pent-up potential for grief. “By morning, our son should be on the mend.”
 
   Gregory bowed his head. “All thanks to you.”
 
   He’d always been sparing with compliments, and every time he offered one up, it knocked Anna off balance. “Yes, well…” She looked down at her shoes, then out at the gate that was now wide open. A fact to which Gregory was still absolutely oblivious. So oblivious that he mumbled, “I’ll just be another minute,” and shut the office door, blocking not just Anna this time, but also the unmistakable view of the open gate.
 
   Anna felt intrigue and a strange combination of hope and dread. It was clear to her that one of the trio approaching the gate could alter the perception of those around him or her, and only Anna’s nulling Ability, which she was constantly exercising in an effort to keep Gregory’s mind control at bay, was preventing her mind from being swept into whatever delusion the newcomer was weaving around the others’ minds. And she’d only ever met one person whose perception-altering Ability was strong enough to pull off such a large and effective illusion—Tom.
 
   Holding her breath, Anna squinted at the trio of newcomers, wishing Tom’s lanky silhouette was among them. Praying it wasn’t. If he were discovered here, it would mean his death.
 
   The woman was walking a little ahead of the men, who appeared to be carrying on a fairly intense conversation, if their sharp gestures were anything to go by. One of the men was a little taller and more sturdily built than the other, far too muscular to be her abandoned husband. The other, though—he was still tall and of the right, wiry build. Anna focused on him as he and his companions drew closer to the gate. They were a dozen paces out…ten…seven…five.
 
   A bird coasted low overhead, blocking the glare from the sun for a fraction of a second, just long enough for Anna to catch the briefest glimpse of the man’s face. Just long enough for her to recognize his aristocratic features, his ever-present, haughty sneer. Just long enough for Anna to feel her heart lurch as adrenaline flooded her system.
 
   Cole.
 
   Cole was walking into the Colony like he owned the place…and, given enough time, a well-planned strategy, and the right allies, he just might.
 
   Sucking in a breath, Anna slipped to the side and flattened herself against the wall beside the broad window, hoping Cole hadn’t noticed her. She desperately wanted to alert Gregory, knowing full well that doing so was an impossibility, unless she wanted to also let him in on the single biggest secret she’d been keeping from him—the multifaceted nature of her Ability. Sure, Gregory was well acquainted with her Ability-boosting power, but thanks to her meticulous caution and on-and-off use of the neutralizer, he was still unaware that she could render any other person’s Ability useless. If Gregory found out she’d managed to lie to him for all those years…
 
   Anna shuddered. What would be worse—what Cole would do to the citizens of the Colony if he somehow wrested away Gregory’s power, or what Gregory would do to Anna if he learned of her years of severe disobedience?
 
   Pressing her lips together, Anna straightened her back and drew in a long, deep breath. Neither option was acceptable. Which meant she’d have to take matters into her own hands. It would hardly be the first time she’d gone behind Gregory’s back to alter the course of events at the Colony—after all, she’d been knee-deep in the Re-gen rebellion, helping guide RV-01 and Camille in the “right” direction. She would have to work quickly—and cautiously, of course—but she had no doubt that snuffing out this latest fire was up to her.
 
   If only Peter weren’t in such a critical stage of degeneration, and with his treatment—the cure—at her fingertips. It had reached the point where his mind and his unique, chameleonlike Ability were affected by the rapid degeneration of his neural tissue, and some of his organs were showing signs of failing. His initial round of human-sourced electrotherapy was scheduled for first thing in the morning, and based on the trials Anna and John had conducted on the other remaining Re-gens, Peter’s recovery should begin almost instantaneously.
 
   Anna could hear the scuffle of weary footsteps through the gatehouse’s open door as Cole and his companions drew nearer. She held her breath and squeezed her eyes shut, willing herself to remain as inconspicuous as possible. The last thing she wanted was to let them know she could see them.
 
   The slimmer man and the woman passed first, and Anna risked a peek through the doorway. For several seconds, she watched their backs as they strolled away from the gatehouse. The broader man followed a half dozen paces behind them, his eyes scanning the way ahead and to either side. Those eyes…they were unmistakable.
 
   Heart leaping, Anna retreated back into the building before his keen survey of his surroundings made him aware of her. She clutched her chest and gasped in shaky breaths, battling elation and anxiety and all-out terror.
 
   Jason—it was him, her son. He was in the Colony.
 
   What was he doing there? What about Zoe? And Danielle? What about their farm near the coast? Her mind reeled, thoughts lashing about as she tried to understand and failed miserably. She kept coming back to the same disturbing facts, the only two things she knew with any certainty, and both terrified her.
 
   Jason was in the Colony. And for whatever reason, he was working with Cole.
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   ZOE
 
   DECEMBER 12, 1AE
 
   The Farm, California
 
    
 
   Standing in our small, heavily equipped outbuilding-turned-armory behind the stable, I collected my crossbow and quiver, a handgun I preferred never to use, and a few clips, just in case. Jake was just as focused as he swiftly readied weapons behind me: a few pistols, some knives, and whatever else he deemed essential for Jason’s breakout.
 
   All I could think about was getting to the Colony. We knew we had to rescue him from Cole, but after the dream I’d had, I wasn’t sure if we needed to save him from my mom as well. She’d helped me that night in the golf course, when I’d lost the essence of who I was and had awoken in a dark, foreign world. She’d saved me. I liked to think she would save Jason too, if she could.
 
   And then there was Herodson. I found it hard to believe saving him was our only option. We’d spent months putting mountains and rivers, forests and deserts between the General and us, and now, we were going back. The Colony was terrifying, the one place where civilization was more threatening than the unkempt hillsides and cities where Crazies lurked. But we were desperate, and no matter how unimaginable our situation was, I was ready and willing to do whatever was necessary to bring my brother home, even if that meant shelving the retribution I felt all too entitled to.
 
   “Here,” Tavis said, startling me. He set extra fletching, tips, and a few bundles of metal bolts for my crossbow down on the bench in front of me.
 
   “I thought you all said the crossbow would only slow us down, that we’d be using guns?”
 
   Tavis nodded to my own horde of bolts—or arrows, as I still liked to call them. “And?”
 
   I shrugged. “You never know, we might run out of ammo.”
 
   “Exactly, you never know. And arrows are quiet, in case we need to sneak up on someone. We might as well take what we’ve got.” It looked like Tavis had cleaned out our entire stock.
 
   “You and Sam should keep some—”
 
   Tavis gave me a curt nod, giving me pause. “And Sam will. He has his supply. These are what’s left. We’ll need all of this more than he will.”
 
   I gaped at him and glanced at Jake, whose back was to us while he filled a duffel bag. He was aware Tavis was in the armory with us, but it didn’t faze him. I glared back at Tavis. “We? You’re not coming.”
 
   His blue eyes widened, and he took an abrupt step backward. “Excuse me?” He grinned.
 
   I shook my head and tried not to smile. “I mean, you can’t. Sam needs you here. What if something happens to us—to you?”
 
   Jake left us alone in the shed-like building, giving Tavis and me some space, and Tavis instantly leaned closer, his expression soft. “Zoe, I want to help. You may be a good aim these days, but you’re not better than I am, no matter what Sam says. And I’m not too shabby with a gun, either. Let’s face it, we have no idea what that place is like now, and you’ll need all the help you can get.”
 
   I stared at Tavis, into his blue eyes that always held a smile but were different now. They seemed pained and earnest, something I’d never seen in them before. Although I hated to admit it, Tavis was right. This mission might not end well for Jake, my dad, Becca, Sanchez, Gabe, and me. But Tavis coming with us? I didn’t want him to go. I didn’t want him risking his life for my family—for me—when he had Sam to think about.
 
   “Look,” Tavis said, reaching out to me, but he stopped himself just before his fingers could brush against my arm, and we stood in momentary silence. The vacuum of space between us was thick, making it impossible to think or speak, like this moment meant something for him that I couldn’t quite comprehend. Tavis’s hand fell back to his side. “Zoe…” He let out a breath that seemed to hold the meaning of a thousand unspoken words. “I know there’s been some weirdness between us in the past, but you know that I still care about you,” he said easily. He pointed to my head. “Which means you also know that I know nothing will ever happen between us and this isn’t about that. So don’t make this into something it’s not, okay? I’m going on this trip because I want to help. You need me. Jason, Dani, your dad…everyone needs this to work, and you have a better chance if I’m there with you.”
 
   My mouth was so dry I could barely swallow. He was right, I did know this wasn’t just about me, and not just because I could feel his intent. Tavis and Sam were part of our family. “Okay, but,” I said on a sigh. I shut my eyes, feeling grateful and selfish and strangely at ease that he would be with us. “I don’t expect you to come.” I opened my eyes again, and his cocky grin returned, gloating, like always.
 
   He shrugged. “I could use a little adventure. In fact, that last six months have been rather dull, don’t you think?”
 
   I snorted. “Speak for yourself.”
 
   Tavis chuckled and nudged me with his elbow.
 
   “Sam’s not going to like this,” I grumbled.
 
   “Agreed,” Tavis said. “But you need me right now more than he does. He’ll understand that.”
 
   I nodded, if a little guiltily, and Tavis scooted the additional arrow parts closer to me. “Bag ’em up. I’ll go talk to the kid.”
 
   “Good luck.” I cringed, and with a wink, Tavis disappeared outside.
 
   I shoved my gear into a duffel of my own, and when I finished, I headed out to the van Cynthia had generously loaned us for as long as we needed it, including fuel to get us to our first stopping point in Tahoe. All my dad had to agree to was dinner with her upon his return.
 
   I tossed my bag into the back of the van, where some of our gear was already loaded, then headed toward the farmhouse. The others were still packing, so I went through a mental checklist of anything else we might need.
 
   A change of clothes. Check.
 
   Plenty of weapons and ammo. Check.
 
   Clothes for Jason on the ride back. Check.
 
   Water, and Becca was packing us some food for the road. Check. Check.
 
   First aid supplies packed and loaded. Check.
 
   Then, deciding I should bring the schematic of the Colony Gabe had helped me draw for reference, I reached for the handle to the screen door.
 
   I paused when Sam’s high-pitched, urgent voice reached my ears. He and Tavis were arguing in the entryway.
 
   “…and I’m a better aim than you. I should come, too,” Sam’s voice strained.
 
   “You’re a great aim, but I need you to stay here with Dani and help her around the farm.”
 
   “I don’t want to.”
 
   I heard the floorboards creak and held my breath, expecting them to step outside and find me eavesdropping. But Tavis must’ve knelt down. His voice was softer when he spoke again.
 
   “Sam, I need you to stay here, mate. It’s going to be very dangerous, and if anything happens to us, I need you to help keep everyone here safe. You have your bow, and you can help them sense danger. Plus, Annie would have a fit if you left.” Tavis chuckled, and I smiled sadly, thinking that Tavis was such a wonderful man and amazing stand-in father for Sam. “You know it’s true.”
 
   “Yeah, I guess you’re right,” Sam replied, and my hand flew to my mouth to stifle a laugh.
 
   There was a pause. “I hear you out there, Zoe,” Sam said, a little indignant.
 
   Clearing my throat and attempting to put on a straight face, I stepped up to the screen door. “Sorry, I just need to grab a few things.”
 
   Tavis looked from me to Sam and rumpled the kid’s hair. “We’re in agreement then? You stay here with Dani and Annie and protect them?” he asked.
 
   “Okay.” Sam groaned and looked over at me, his hair so long it swept over his eyes. I knew he thought of Annie as a little sister, like the one that had been taken away from him last year. He would go to the ends of the earth for Annie if it meant keeping her safe.
 
   “I’ll look out for him, Sam,” I said and offered the kid a sympathetic smile. “I’ll keep him out of trouble.”
 
   With a slight quirk of his lips, Sam plodded past me and out the front door, determined to be strong and grown-up. My hand flew to my heart, and I flashed Tavis a piteous look, pouting my bottom lip. “Heartbreaking.”
 
   With a nod and relieved sigh, Tavis scratched the top of his head and walked out the front door. “I better make myself useful” were his last words as the screen door swung shut behind him.
 
   I made my way into the dining-slash-archive-room to search through stacks of diagrams and instructions I’d created over the months, looking for schematics of the Colony and surrounding area.
 
   Gabe and Becca hurried down the stairs, their bags packed and hanging over their shoulders. “We’re ready,” Becca said as they headed for the door. “The food is already loaded.”
 
   “Thanks,” I breathed, contemplating. “Hey, Becca…”
 
   She paused and looked over her shoulder at me, her eyes holding a fierce glint that hadn’t been there mere months ago. “Anything new?” I asked, wondering if she’d had any more visions.
 
   Becca shook her head apologetically. “No. Sorry, Zoe. Nothing.”
 
   With a quick nod, I refocused on my messily stacked documents. I riffled around a moment longer before finding what I’d been searching for. “Aha!” With a triumphant exhale, I straightened and peered around the house that had become our home.
 
   Living with twelve people—fourteen when Camille and Mase were staying here—had become something reassuring and expected in my life. The noise, the support, the love and comfort—it had all become constant and reliable. I imagined how weird it would be for those staying behind, how empty the farm would feel, and how disconnected and lonely we would feel being away from them.
 
   The screen door flung open again, and this time Dani walked into the house. The look on her face made my insides wad and crumple with sadness and longing and hope, as hers were. There was no way Dani could go with us, not now that she was pregnant, and definitely not after the prophecy Becca had shared about Dani staying at the farm if we wanted the baby to live.
 
   Dani planted herself in front of me, her bright, gleaming eyes searching mine. “You’ll bring him back to me, Zo?”
 
   My eyes clouded with tears, and I blinked slowly in hopes of making the pesky things go away. I cleared my throat. “I promise you, D. I’ll do everything I can to bring Jason home.”
 
   Dani nodded, and she scanned the room like she was lost in a place that should’ve been familiar. She pursed her lips, and the way she rubbed her belly told me she was petrified—too scared of the unknown to be hopeful. “Just make sure you come back, too,” she said, her voice small.
 
   In one quick step, I was wrapping my arms around her. I tried to ignore the tickle of her wild red hair in my nostrils. “I love you, D.” I squeezed her tighter, wishing I could take away the sorrow and worry that prevented her from smiling anymore. “I made Harper promise to keep a special eye on you while I’m gone. And everyone here wants to help you. Let them, okay? And keep drinking your shakes.”
 
   Dani’s head bobbed minutely, and she sniffled as she stepped out of my arms. “I will.” She hesitated.
 
   I wanted to probe, to make sure she really was going to be okay, but I restrained myself. Dani is strong. She’d already survived so much, and she could survive the next few weeks with Chris, Harper, and Carlos at her side. She’d have Mase and Camille, Annie and Sam, and the animals, too. Dani wouldn’t be alone. “You have to be strong for Annie,” I said, helping her to refocus. “I don’t think she understands—”
 
   “I know, Zo.” Dani smiled weakly. “Don’t worry about me. I’ll be fine, I promise.”
 
   With a single nod, I let out an unsteady breath, wanting to believe her. “We’ll be back before you know it,” I lied, certain that the next week or so would feel like years. “I love you, D.”
 
   Dani wrapped her arms around me again, her emotions flaring against her will. “I love you, Zo. Please be careful.” A gut-wrenching sound stuck in her throat. “I can’t lose you both.”
 
   I gave her a squeeze. “See you in a couple weeks,” I said quickly. With that, I hurried out of the house. I needed to focus on the Colony and Jason if we were going to have any chance bringing him back…alive.
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   DANI
 
   DECEMBER 12, 1AE
 
   The Farm, California
 
    
 
   Showers these days weren’t all they’d once been. For us, they’d become a stop-and-go outdoors affair, consisting of our jerry-rigged version of a rather large solar shower out back behind the farmhouse and cottage. We might’ve had running water indoors to a small degree, but taking a full-on shower would’ve been far too taxing on our plumbing, and we were still working on our gray water distribution system. And though Jason and Tom had constructed a wooden fence that spiraled around our outdoor shower, giving any bather the illusion of privacy, I still preferred to wear a swimsuit—specifically, the purple- and white-striped bikini I’d lifted on our last trip through Tahoe.
 
   I glanced down at the loose nylon, trying and failing not to notice how defined my ribs were beneath the bikini top or how clearly my hip bones jutted out. My abdomen still showed no visible sign of the rapidly growing life within, which seemed so strange, because since finding out I was pregnant four days past, the knowledge of it—of him or her—had become an ever-present element of me. I was hyperaware of the child I was carrying, and it was becoming extremely frustrating to me that there was no obvious physical evidence of said child’s existence, aside from the extra aura only Zoe could see glowing around me. Harper claimed it was still too soon, even with the accelerated rate of gestation since the Virus, but still…
 
   Shoulders hunched, I folded my arms over my middle. No wonder Zoe’s eyebrows were always drawn together, her forehead always creased, her mouth always pinched with worry. She had a big enough crap storm to deal with without me adding to it. But add to it I did.
 
   I tugged on the dangling handle that triggered the water release and couldn’t hold back a shudder as the chilly water rained down on me. Already present goose bumps multiplied with a vengeance, and I combatted them with memories of my last warm bath. Zoe’d taken the enormous time and effort to draw it for me a few days ago, no doubt hoping a little external comfort would soothe my frayed nerves and settle my uneasy stomach. It had done neither, and it had been an unnecessary luxury, but I’d still appreciated the hell out of it—out of her.
 
   And now she was gone. Maybe she’d only been gone a few hours, but she was gone nonetheless.
 
   Jack bounded into the circular washing alcove before the stream cut off overhead and ran a full circuit around me, his wagging tail spraying me with less-than-clean water from seemingly all sides. I couldn’t help but squeal. “Jack! What are you doing, you crazy monster!”
 
   He paused just long enough to stare up at me with innocent puppy-dog eyes.
 
   “At least he got you to smile,” Chris said dryly.
 
   I spun around to the shower’s entrance, where the spiraling fence overlapped a few feet to allow some privacy without requiring a gate—easier maintenance, according to the handier members of our scattered family. Chris stood in the opening, Annie on her hip despite being a smidge too big to be carried around. She gave my body a quick, assessing scan before looking at the brighter portion of twilit sky above the hills to the west.
 
   “You’re sad,” Annie said, sticking out her bottom lip for emphasis. “You’re not as sad when Jack’s around,” she continued telepathically. “I told him to make you happy again.”
 
   Jack sat crookedly at my feet—practically on my feet—and stared up at me, tongue lolling, and the dark markings over his eyes nudged higher. “Mother, run?” He scooted even closer and whined almost imperceptibly.
 
   Chris cleared her throat. “You shouldn’t be out here so late. It’s too cold,” she said, disapproval evident in her voice. “Come inside. There’s hot chili. And biscuits.”
 
   I looked at her, then glanced away, choosing instead to focus on the bar of soap still resting on the ground a few feet away in its purple plastic traveling case.
 
   “The others are just sitting down to eat,” Chris added.
 
   I thought about the others—Carlos, Harper, Grayson, Sam, and Camille and Mase—then took the two steps required to reach the soap and gingerly squatted to retrieve it. Getting back up required the assistance of my hand on the fence and a tired groan. If I went inside with Chris, I wouldn’t only be surrounded by the remaining members of our group, I’d be surrounded by the absence of so many others. And though we’d had people coming and going on search parties for a couple weeks now, this was different. We were missing more of our beloved friends than ever before, and the likelihood of them returning soon was low; the likelihood of them never returning at all, far too high.
 
   “So you’re ignoring me,” Chris said. “Real mature.”
 
   I pursed my lips but didn’t look at her. Honestly, I was too ashamed to look at her. Because she was sort of right; I was being an enormous baby, wallowing alone instead of facing my issues with my family. Instead, I glanced down at Jack while I lathered the bar of soap between my hands. “You’ve got to give me a little space, Sweet Boy. Just for a minute.”
 
   Jack did as I asked, scooting away a few inches and whining all the while. Well, if he was going to insist on remaining so close to me, I wasn’t above using him as an impromptu soap dish.
 
   “Hold this, please,” I said, setting the bar of soap on top of his furry head, silently promising an abundance of treats later.
 
   Jack became statue-still.
 
   I smiled at him, showering him with telepathic praises while I worked the lathered soap through my unruly hair. It felt exceptionally grimy and greasy, not to mention tangly, and I became all too aware that my last bathing experience had actually been the bath Zoe’d drawn for me days ago. Too long when I spent a good part of my days out in the dirt, clearly.
 
   “So this must be what it’s like to have a teenager…” Out of the corner of my eye, I watched Chris set Annie down and angle the little girl back toward the farmhouse. “Go help Daniel set the table.”
 
   “But—”
 
   “Now,” Chris said, breaking out her famed mom voice.
 
   Annie scampered away without further hesitation as I retrieved the bar of soap to get to work on the rest of my body.
 
   “Alright, Dani, here’s the deal.” Apparently, it was my turn to be the recipient of the mom voice. “Your obstinacy and flat-out refusal to take good care of yourself isn’t only hurting you, it’s hurting the baby.”
 
   “I—”
 
   She held up a hand, cutting me off. “And I’m not just talking about this kind of thing,” she said, waving her hand at me and the shower. “You need rest and food and to get a grip on all this drifting, but you also need to take better care of yourself mentally and emotionally.” She planted her fists on her hips. “With Zoe gone for the time being, you’ve got two options: either you start talking to me, or I’m going to start fiddling around in your head.”
 
   “Chris!” I looked at her, aghast. She knew how deeply I’d grown to despise having people violate my mental and emotional privacy. “You wouldn’t!”
 
   She crossed her arms and shrugged. Maybe she would? “Either way, we’re going to get to the bottom of what you’re feeling—and why—it’s just a matter of how we get there.” She leaned against the wooden slats, not a care in the world. “Your call, hon.”
 
   Fuming, I turned my back to her and pulled the lever to trigger the shower. I didn’t even flinch when the stream of near-freezing water hit my skin. When I was all rinsed off, I looked back. Chris was gone.
 
    
 
   ~~~~~
 
    
 
   Dinner was a tense affair—or, rather, filled with the kind of tension that builds when everyone is pretending things are normal, forcing conversation and laughter that in the end only makes the tension worse. It was exactly the kind of tension that Ky had always known just how to diffuse. I missed him, all the time, but this particular dinner was one of those times when the missing became a physical ache in my chest.
 
   Heart heavy, I sat at the kitchen table and watched Carlos scrub the dishes in a basin at the other end of the table. It was supposed to be my night to do the dishes, but the moment I’d started heating up water to fill the basin, Carlos had stepped in. It was becoming all too clear that Chris had enlisted the others in her efforts to bend me to her will.
 
   “You don’t have to do this,” I told him, again, and crossed my arms over my chest. “I can wash dishes, you know. I won’t overexert myself.”
 
   Carlos paused mid-scrub and sent an unamused look to my end of the table. “Seriously, Dani, if you say that one more time…”
 
   Sighing, I set my elbows on the table and rested my chin on my palms.
 
   Carlos’s brow furrowed and he leaned forward, his lips pursing as he scrubbed what seemed to be a particularly stubborn dish. “There’s not that many dishes to do anyway,” he said, pausing once more, closing his eyes, and making a pained expression as soon as the words were out of his mouth. “Sorry,” he said, meeting my eyes and looking just as lost as me. We all missed Zoe and the others.
 
   “I know,” I said. “It’s fine. Don’t worry about it.”
 
   Carlos opened his mouth, and I could practically see the words perched on the tip of his tongue.
 
   “Decision time,” Chris said from the hallway opening. Her hawkish gaze was locked on me. “What’s it going to be, hon? Traditional therapy or my brand?”
 
   I sighed heavily, missing Zoe even more. “If you promise to stay away from my brain chemistry, I promise to spill my guts to you.” Under my breath, I added, “Not that I think it’ll do any good.”
 
   Chris held up her hands defensively. “Whoa, whoa, don’t get so worked up. Your enthusiasm is overwhelming.”
 
   “So is your sarcasm,” I muttered.
 
   “Touché,” Chris said, touching her finger to the side of her nose.
 
   Harper squeezed past Chris, but not without landing a decent smack on her backside. She squawked, and he winked at me as he passed by the kitchen table and slipped into the mudroom. Seconds later, he poked his head back into the kitchen. “Hey, Dani, I’d like to get a quick checkup in tomorrow morning—before breakfast. Think you could swing by the infirmary first thing?”
 
   I nodded, and he flashed me a smile before retreating back into the mudroom. Chris followed him, only to reemerge with two fleece-lined raincoats over her arm. She tossed one to me.
 
   I caught it, more out of defense than any sort of practiced hand-eye coordination. Those kinds of sports had never been my thing. “Wha—”
 
   “It’s time for your first therapy session.” She shrugged into her coat. “Zee doctor vill see you now,” she said in a terrible, unrecognizable accent.
 
   “Um, okay…” Slowly, I stood and put on my coat, never taking my eyes off of her. I could only imagine how confused I looked. “But outside?”
 
   “Well, you didn’t think I’d rearrange my whole schedule just because you’re emotionally constipated, did you?” Chris fumbled around in her pockets, then smiled victoriously. “Ah, thought I had a couple more.” She proudly pulled two sticks of chewing gum out of her right coat pocket, unwrapped one and popped it into her mouth, and offered the second to me. “Helps me concentrate,” she said as she chewed.
 
   I closed the distance between us and took the proffered stick of gum. “Thanks.” As I unfolded the foil wrapper, I peered at her. My stomach was becoming even more unsettled than usual as I deciphered her meaning. “You don’t mean we’re going to do this out in the stable while you work on Vanessa, do you?”
 
   Chris continued to chew her gum, her only response a flat smile.
 
   “But, Chris…she can’t stand me!”
 
   Chris waved one hand dismissively. “Pshhh…”
 
   My eyebrows rose. “She hates me.”
 
   “She doesn’t hate you.” Chris made her way toward the mudroom door. “She’s jealous of you—of how close you and Carlos are.”
 
   I glanced at Carlos, but he was studiously focused on scrubbing the hell out of the final bowl.
 
   “Come on.” Chris trudged back into the kitchen, draped her arm over my shoulders, and led me into the mudroom, then outside.
 
   “For the record, I think this is an awful idea,” I said as we hastily made our way across the lawn. The rain was starting up again, the sky rumbling with far-off thunder. The squish of wet, overgrown grass soon gave way to the crunch of gravel, until finally Chris was sliding open the stable door.
 
   “It’s a wonderful idea,” Chris said. She linked her arm with mine. “The only way I can make sure I don’t accidentally fiddle with your inner mental workings is to be actively entrenched in someone else’s. Consider it an insurance policy.” She gave my arm a squeeze. “Just in case.”
 
   “Fine,” I said, giving in begrudgingly. After all, it wasn’t like she was offering me much of a choice, and I preferred to be out there under the pretense of having had some say in the matter—however miniscule. I was, only now, coming to fully appreciate how much of a buffer Zoe had been for me since Jason was taken. Chris, it seemed, had a very different philosophy when it came to taking care of distraught mothers-to-be. 
 
   As we approached Vanessa’s stall at the end of the stable aisle, I held my breath. The outburst would come as soon as she realized that Chris had a guest tonight. Though the type of outburst varied from taunting songs to outright screams of murderous intentions, the fact that there would be an outburst was just that—a fact.
 
   I closed my eyes when we reached the stall and waited for it. And waited…
 
   And waited…
 
   And waited…
 
   “Vanessa?” Chris said. “Everything okay?”
 
   My eyes snapped open, and I stared through the barred-off top half of the stall door, certain I would find the space empty…certain I would find Vanessa missing. Except she wasn’t missing. Rather, Vanessa’s face was barely two feet from mine, on just the other side of the bars. And she wasn’t yelling or snarling or even cackling, like she so often did during her imaginary conversations with her hallucinations.
 
   She was smiling, almost peacefully. At me.
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   ZOE
 
   DECEMBER 12, 1AE
 
   Northern California Interstate
 
    
 
   I-80 was wet, the asphalt reflecting the dying, golden light as the sun sank behind the Sierra Mountains. The rainstorm we’d been driving through for the past couple hours had finally let up, but as we neared our exit toward Tahoe, we were all too aware that any impending rainfall would likely turn to snow. I hated snow.
 
   I thought about the outbreak back in Salem, when all of this began, about Sarah and our journey with Dave. I thought about how cold it would be once the snow started to fall and how hidden everything would become—how much more dangerous everything would be.
 
   Jake drove carefully—too slowly for the urgency that kept my mind hopping and my body fidgeting. I tried not to nag him as he maneuvered the potholes and abandoned cars scattered along the slick interstate.
 
   At first, it was easy; I was distracted. My eyes were glued to the vehicles on the road, like a string of freak show exhibits I couldn’t look away from. All of them were gruesome and sad.
 
   Each vehicle housed more than death; they embodied heart-pricking reminders of the past. Proud Parent of an Honor Student, humorous, and political stickers covered rusted and cobwebbed bumpers and back windows. Bodies—animal and human, both skeletal and still decaying—filled most of them, some windows and doors open, the rest shut. Babies and children were wrapped in blankets, still grasping their toys and stuffed animals in their eternal slumber.
 
   It was unnerving, the poignancy of driving through a graveyard depicting the past; it was a reminder of what could’ve been and how lucky we were to have gotten this far despite the uncertainty of what lay ahead.
 
   Eventually, dwelling on what could have been became too morose, and I made myself look away. I focused on the last rays of light splaying up from beyond the untended rice fields in the distance, making the world glow. Then, I watched the citrus and walnut orchards that were no longer pruned or harvested pass by the window. The scattered billboards were tattered and sun-bleached, and the sporadic dealerships and restaurants that we passed were all eerily dark and, not surprisingly, abandoned. A year had passed since the outbreak, and had I not known any better, it would’ve seemed as if we were the only people left in the world.
 
   Noisily, my dad wrestled with a map in the front passenger seat. He’d been scouring it since we’d been on the road, searching for a quicker, safer route. I knew there was none, as did he, though he couldn’t stop examining the map crinkling in his hands long enough to accept it.
 
   I glanced up to the front of the van, my eyes locking with Jake’s as they flicked to the rearview mirror.
 
   “Do we know if our Tahoe friends are expecting us tonight?” Gabe asked from his slouched position in the seat in front of me. His voice was hoarse from drifting in and out of sleep.
 
   My dad twisted in his seat and peered at us, scanning the five faces staring back at him, all waiting for an answer. “Lance said he’d keep working on the communication.” My dad’s eyes settled on Gabe. “As soon as you can find a sleeping mind, we’ll know for sure.” He looked at Sanchez. “Otherwise, we’ll have to rely on you when we get closer.”
 
   “There are still a dozen of them there,” Sanchez said, stretching as she stirred from her half-sleep. “It shouldn’t be too hard to contact them.”
 
   I balled up my leather jacket as a pillow and leaned back, looking out the window. “I just can’t handle the silent waiting,” I mumbled.
 
   “You’ve never been a patient girl, Zoe,” my dad said. Had it been under different circumstances, he might’ve laughed. At least, I imagined he would have. Instead, he sighed.
 
   Wondering what my dad could possibly have to hold over me—the one who’d reminded him to go grocery shopping and did it myself whenever he forgot, who did the laundry and made sure he’d paid the bills on time—I looked at him. “Well I’m not impatient.”
 
   “You couldn’t wait for the newest Disney movie to come out,” he explained, “even though you swore you didn’t care about the princesses at all.” He faced the front again, watching the scenery whip by, and I rolled my eyes. “And you couldn’t wait until you turned ten so you could collect your allowance, and you couldn’t wait until you were sixteen and old enough to drive…you couldn’t even wait for the laundry to dry before you pulled it out of the dryer, grabbing whatever it was you were waiting for and claiming the rest would ‘air dry.’”
 
   Tavis chuckled from the seat beside me.
 
   Involuntarily, I smiled and stared out the window. I’d forgotten about things like that. “This is a little different, I think.”
 
   “True,” my dad said, more than a hint of amusement in his voice. “But patience has never been your strong suit.”
 
   When my dad didn’t get another rise out of me, he continued, “Zoe, you don’t need to worry. Jason’s still alive, I promise you.”
 
   I resisted the urge to shake my head again. “How can you be so sure?”
 
   “Because they took him alive for a reason. Cole could’ve done whatever he wanted to your brother, but he clearly needed him alive.” He paused for a moment, waiting for my eyes to meet his in the dimming light. “He needs Jason so badly that he was willing to risk everything by showing up in New Bodega to get him.”
 
   For some inexplicable reason, it helped knowing that Jason had chosen to let Cole into his mind in order to save Dani, and that Jason had made a choice he could live with knowing the potential consequences. But the thought of my brother—someone I loved and whose Ability was so strong—being brainwashed and under the influence of someone like Cole was still incredibly disturbing. A small part of me worried about what we would do if, for whatever reason, we couldn’t convince Jason to come back with us. What if we couldn’t find a way to break Cole’s hold on his mind?
 
   “Cole’s mind control is a little different than Herodson’s,” my dad said, responding to my train of thought. “It’s unbreakable while it’s active, so far as I’ve ever seen, but it requires skin-to-skin contact to work, and it wears off in time, as we saw with Dani and her Ability.”
 
   I let out a tired breath, recalling the memories I’d seen of Dani and Jason’s dealings with the cult, with Mandy and Cole at the helm, Carlos and so many others at their mercy. But I shoved the memories away, instead watching the newly formed moon shadows play across the window as we drove, though our speed wasn’t nearly fast enough. Although it had felt like the longest day of my life—waking after my dream about Jason, Dani’s unearthed memory, a hurried trip into and out of New Bodega, and now our journey to Colorado—I was too wound up to relax or sleep, even if I knew I’d regret it later.
 
   Tavis nudged me. “Uh, want to play a game or something?”
 
   I stifled a laugh and shook my head. I appreciated his attempt to keep my thoughts in check. But then, as much as I wanted to say no thanks, I felt compelled say yes, to think about something that wasn’t morbid and so sinister. “Okay, sure,” I said and turned to face him. “What did you have in mind?”
 
   Tavis’s eyes turned round and questioning, and with a sheepish grin he shrugged. He hadn’t expected me to say yes. I smiled as he smirked and scratched the side of his face. “I don’t know any car games, actually.”
 
   “You don’t know any car games? What about the license plate game or I Spy?”
 
   Tavis frowned. “I think it’s a bit dark for either of those, and our options are somewhat”—he peered around at the darkened scenery—“limited.”
 
   “You could always play truth or dare,” Sanchez piped in with a soft snort from her seat in front of Tavis.
 
   “That would be entertaining.” Gabe chuckled beside her.
 
   “Only if you play, Sanchez,” Tavis teased in return, flashing a half grin.
 
   “Ha. No.”
 
   I knew Sanchez wasn’t likely to partake in any games, and to be honest, I wasn’t quite up to playing one myself, but the idea of asking Tavis something, anything, in a game of truth or, well, truth was very appealing. He’d always been more of an open book than the others, something I liked about Tavis. But I’d never asked him the fun, interesting questions. I’d never probed his mind or searched for answers to all my curiosities, even when things had occasionally felt uncomfortable or curious. As with everyone else, it seemed important that I let his past remain buried. But now, needing a bit of intrigue to keep my mind off of Jason, I went for it.
 
   “I have a question, actually,” I said, turning in my seat to face him properly.
 
   Tavis chuckled. “Okay, shoot.”
 
   “You’re clearly not from here, originally, anyway, and I know you rescued Sam from Crazies.” I narrowed my gaze at him. “But what was your life like before the Ending? What did you do?” I tried to picture Tavis’s occupation and how he might’ve lived. Had he always been a simple, laid-back kind of guy? Had he left Australia for work?
 
   Tavis let out a brusque laugh, not light and amused as usual. “Umm, back home I was a defense lawyer,” he said, shocking the hell out of me. He laughed again as he took in my surprise.
 
   I shut my gaping mouth. “You don’t really give off the whole you-can’t-handle-the-truth, attorney-at-law sort of vibe.”
 
   “Yeah, well, get me in front of a jury and I can persuade them with my charm and skill.” Tavis’s grim smile faded to nothing, and he stared out the window. “Throw me into this world and I’m a fish out of water, so to speak.”
 
   I glanced over at Becca, who was gazing, unblinking, out her window. I wondered if she already knew this about him, like she seemed to know so many other things about all of us.
 
   “So,” I continued, “you practiced law here, in the states? Is it a family thing?”
 
   Even in the darkness, I could see that Tavis’s expression remained blank—a look that seemed familiar, like the strange longing I sometimes noticed in his gaze. I wasn’t sure if it was the memories of an old life that haunted him or something else.
 
   “Sorry,” I said, more quietly. “You don’t have to answer.”
 
   Tavis shrugged, deflated, and finally pulled his gaze from the window. “It’s fine.” He cleared his throat. “It wasn’t a family thing. My family were country folks, had sheep and cattle. That wasn’t what I wanted.” He paused a moment, considering something. “I was here on holiday with my girlfriend, Alice. We were here as a sort of a last-ditch effort to make things work between us. Alice claimed I worked too much and didn’t appreciate what I had, even though it was right in front of me…she said nothing was ever good enough and she couldn’t live like that anymore.”
 
   I could see the harsh reality of her words—the memories—swirling through his mind as I opened my senses up to him, for some reason needing to understand the sudden dullness of his eyes, the defeat in his tone. The pained expression I’d seen earlier in the armory returned.
 
   “She said that if we couldn’t have a nice holiday together, without me working, our relationship was over.”
 
   Moments from Tavis’s life flashed in my mind. I saw the pain- and regret-filled days that followed the outbreak of the Virus, the night Alice had died in his arms, leaving him to hate the man he’d become and wander the decomposing world without her.
 
   “You loved her,” I whispered. Even if he hadn’t known how to show her at the time, he loved her very much, more than he’d ever loved anyone. I realized my mistake before I could take the words back. I winced. “I didn’t mean to pry.”
 
   Tavis’s eyes shifted to mine, but his expression was constant.
 
   Unable to stop myself, not really wanting to, I dug deeper. When Tavis had found Sam a week later, he knew that the boy needed his help, needed someone to take care of him, like Alice had needed in her final moments. More than anything, Tavis had wanted to prove to himself that he could become someone other than the misguided man he’d turned out to be. He had to prove his life was worth living, that he could be someone else, someone capable of caring for another person and worth the second chance he’d been given.
 
   Then my breath hitched. I saw an image of me in Tavis’s mind, and I finally understood the look that sometimes flashed in his eyes, why he felt a connection to me the moment he’d seen me. I didn’t look like Alice, not really. Her hair had been long and blonde, and her eyes had been a deep brown that radiated her every emotion. But like me, freckles had dotted her nose, and she’d been, at times, strong-willed and outspoken. She’d been determined to fight for them, for what she’d wanted, and Tavis felt the need to help me—he needed to be the man he’d been unable to be for Alice, in any way that he could.
 
   “You can’t blame yourself,” I whispered. Between Tavis’s emotions and my own, I couldn’t look him in the eye. “We were all different before.”
 
   When he said nothing, I ventured a glance at him. His grave but apologetic gaze met mine, and I felt insurmountable sorrow radiating from him for the first time in all the months that I’d known him.
 
   “That doesn’t change the past,” he said, his voice clipped.
 
   Our game had quickly turned into a torturous revisiting of our lives before, and we were both left sitting in a van with five other people, extremely uncomfortable. We exchanged one more disquieted glance before my mind went blank, like had happened in New Bodega. In place of Tavis’s emotions, of the white noise of all of my companions’ thoughts and emotions I’d grown used to ignoring, was a void, nothingness…
 
   “Something’s wrong—” There was a bump in the road before I could finish, causing all of us to grab ahold of whatever we could to hang on.
 
   Jake cursed, and the van swerved. Tires skidded on the wet pavement as the van spun. I could hear my dad’s voice. He was shouting for everyone to hold on.
 
   Metal grinded against metal. I could hear the sound of breaking glass and someone’s scream, but all I could think about was the pain in my head, and something was cutting into my bicep as we flipped over and over.
 
   Then everything went black.
 
    
 
   ~~~~~
 
    
 
   I had no idea how much time had passed before I opened my eyes again, but the gray-blue night stretched out above me, and my back burned like hell. Body too weak and mind too fuzzy to concentrate, I let my head loll to the side. Nighttime came in and out of focus.
 
   Tavis was cringing beside me, tugging on me—on my arm? We were on asphalt. He was dragging me. His mouth was moving; he was saying something. But a ringing echoed in my ears…I couldn’t make out what he was saying. I didn’t understand.
 
   There was a crack off in the distance. Then two more.
 
   Tavis froze, eyes wide as he looked down at me, meeting my incoherent gaze for the first time. I tried to read his thoughts, to see into his mind—to understand. But his mind wasn’t there.
 
   I blinked rapidly as I tried to focus. Color drained from Tavis’s face, and the pain and tension in his features relaxed. He stared at me like I wasn’t even there. A moment later, his eyes rolled back in his head.
 
   “Tavis,” I rasped, panic quickly taking hold of my semiconsciousness, the looming impression that I’d never see him again making it impossible to think. I tried to reach for him, but my arm was too heavy. “Tavis,” I repeated.
 
   I could hear voices around me, but they were distant and unfamiliar. “Jake,” I tried to shout as I attempted to reach for Tavis, for anyone, but my arm screamed in pain. I couldn’t lift it.
 
   No. None of it made sense. Slowly I blinked, staring up at the naked, withered branches that seemed to be reaching for me from the trees above.
 
   I blinked again…and again…until I could barely keep my eyes open.
 
   Through my lashes, I saw a man loom over me, a scar over his right eye and brown, stringy hair hanging around his sunken face. I don’t understand. “Tavis,” I mumbled, but it was becoming harder and harder to keep my eyes open, to think.
 
   The man knelt down.
 
   Before the darkness of unconsciousness consumed me, I managed to whisper, “Please…”
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   ANNA
 
   DECEMBER 13, 1AE
 
   The Colony, Colorado
 
    
 
   Anna stared at the white porcelain mug sitting on the kitchen counter in front of her, eyes heavy and mind awhirl. Her rear end was numb from sitting on the stool for so long—long enough for her tea to cool to that unpleasant tepid temperature that made it more or less undrinkable. Her dangling feet were rapidly approaching a painful state beyond numbness, a deep-seated ache that seemed to resonate from her bones.
 
   She stared at the blinking clock on the microwave; the green numbers read 2:10. It hadn’t been blinking when she’d first sat down with her cup of tea just after midnight. Realizing that the power had gone out again, Anna made a mental note to check with Gregory’s infrastructure advisor. Things weren’t going well around the Colony, not when there were only 752 people to keep the place running—755, if the new stowaways were being counted—a dramatic drop from the Colony’s population before the Re-gen rebellion.
 
   Groaning, Anna scooted off the stool and lumbered around the kitchen island to the stove, glancing at her watch along the way. Setting the clock was becoming automatic, and she did it quickly, without a second thought about the significance of the task. Unreliable electricity was a trifling matter compared to the two that weighed heavy on her mind.
 
   Peter was going to be okay, if his body’s initial response to his first treatment was anything to go by. The new, human-derived electrotherapy was nothing short of miraculous, not just for Peter, but for all of the Re-gens still residing in the Colony. Anna should have been overjoyed…should have been filled with so much relief that she should have been making up for her weeks and weeks of lost sleep at that very moment. For the first time in a long time, Peter’s prospects for a long, healthy future were promising.
 
   But Jason’s weren’t.
 
   Placing her palms on the counter, Anna hung her head. She could only think of one other time she’d felt so torn, so lost, so defeated. So utterly desperate. She was sick to her stomach with worry.
 
   Leaving her family behind in Bodega Bay over two decades ago had been the hardest thing she’d ever done. It had ripped her apart, destroying parts of her soul with such devastation that the woman she’d become by the time she and Gregory reached Peterson Air Force Base—as the Colony had been called in those days—was hardly recognizable as the wife and mother she’d been just days before.
 
   And now Jason was in the Colony. He’d strolled right into the lion’s den, alongside the only man Anna had ever had more negative feelings toward than Gregory. She wasn’t sure where they’d gone, but she desperately hoped Jason was being led by an invisible leash, because the possibility that he was a willing accomplice to whatever form Cole’s latest aspirational madness had taken was too terrifying a prospect. Her stomach twisted. She refused to believe that her own flesh and blood would choose to help Cole, and at the same time, she feared what might drive him to make that choice. Had something happened to Zoe and Tom? To Danielle? The prospects and possibilities were more disturbing than reality ever could be—at least, Anna hoped that was true.
 
   She needed to track Jason down. Anna nodded to herself. Regardless of his reasons for being in the Colony, she needed to find him, somehow convince him to abandon whatever agreement he’d made with Cole—or dose him with the neutralizer, if he wasn’t assisting Cole by choice—and get him as far away from the Colony as quickly as possible. Because if Gregory discovered that Jason was there before Anna could find him…
 
   “Anna?”
 
   Startled, Anna clutched the gaping lapels of her robe and spun around.
 
   “Darling, what are you—” Cutting himself off, Gregory raised his hands to waist height and made his way into the kitchen. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to startle you.”
 
   Anna shook her head and forced an anxious laugh. She was suddenly wide awake, so alert she was shaking. “It’s fine, Gregory. I’m fine.” And she needed him to believe that. The worst possible thing that could happen for Jason right now was for Gregory to learn of his presence in the Colony, and of his apparent alliance with Cole. “Though,” she added shakily, “it wouldn’t hurt if you made some noise before you attempted to startle me half to death.”
 
   “Apologies, darling.” Gregory closed the distance between them and wrapped his arms around her, holding her in an oddly comforting embrace. “I merely missed you and wondered what was keeping you up.”
 
   Anna couldn’t resist. She relaxed into him.
 
   “You’ve been working so hard lately.” He stroked her hair. “You must be tired.”
 
   Anna exhaled shakily. “I’m exhausted.”
 
   “I’m not surprised. You’ve spending so much time and energy on Peter’s situation”—Anna stiffened at the thin film of bitterness coating his words—“you’ve hardly been able to focus on your other duties.” He kissed the top of her head, then pushed her back enough that he could look down at her. Though Gregory was only a few inches taller than Anna, he had this way of looking at her that made her feel like she was staring up at a giant about to crush her, body, heart, and soul. Maybe it was because he had already succeeded in crushing two out of three.
 
   “I—” Anna licked her lips. “I’ve just been—”
 
   “No matter.” Gregory smiled, a wolf in broadcloth pajamas. “But I’ll need my science advisor operating at full capacity tomorrow, which shouldn’t be a problem now that this Peter business is out of the way. Assuming you get some rest…”
 
   Anna had to fight the sudden urge to scream. This Peter business? Was he kidding? Their son had practically been on his death bed—for the second time in his short life. What parent wouldn’t do everything in their power, wouldn’t commit every moment of their time and energy to finding a way to save their dying son? Gregory, it seemed.
 
   Anna swallowed a bitter laugh and offered what she knew would appear to be a warm, loving smile instead. “Go back to bed.” She gave his arms a squeeze. “I’ll join you in a few minutes, after I’ve cleaned up.”
 
   Gregory glanced at her untouched cup of tea. “Of course, my dear.”
 
   Anna gritted her teeth, hating his placating tone. She needed a few more minutes alone to collect herself before climbing into bed with him. As Gregory walked out of the kitchen, she swallowed her rage and forced her face to remain placid, despite the grimace trying so hard to contort her features.
 
   Quickly and quietly, Anna disposed of her tea and made her way upstairs, but she didn’t head straight to the bedroom she shared with Gregory. She stopped in the hallway just outside Peter’s room and eased the door open, poking her head inside. She fully expected to find Peter curled into a ball on his side, sound asleep. He’d always been a good sleeper, even when he was a baby…even near the end of his first life, a little over a year ago, when the leukemia and chemo had taken nearly all of his strength.
 
   Though Peter was curled up in a ball on his side, he wasn’t asleep. Moonlight glinted off his eyes. The moon was full, or near to full, and it provided plenty of silvery light to make out his puffy eyes and tearstained cheeks.
 
   Anna stepped inside, quickly but quietly shutting the door before crossing to Peter’s bed. She sat on the edge and reached out, combing her fingers through his short, brown hair. “What’s wrong, sweetheart?”
 
   For a long time, she sat on the edge of his bed, holding one of his hands and combing her fingers through his hair while he wept silently. She could hardly bear to see him in so much emotional pain, but she could do little to help him when she had no idea what was upsetting him.
 
   “Peter?” She gave his hand a squeeze. “Please, sweetheart, tell me what’s wrong.”
 
   “I—” He sniffed wetly, then cleared his throat. “That song you were just humming—you used to sing it when I was little.”
 
   Anna froze. She hadn’t realized she’d been humming—it was the same song she’d sung to both Jason and Peter when they’d had nightmares—but beyond that, Peter shouldn’t have been able to remember the song, let alone her singing it to him when he was younger. Like all Re-gens, his memory of his first life was extremely vague and spotty, and contained little in the way of specifics. Or so she’d thought. “You remember that?”
 
   “No, Mom,” Peter said, sniffling again. He sat up and wiped his face on the sleeves of the navy blue PAFB sweatshirt he always slept in. “But you do…”
 
   Anna eyed him, baffled.
 
   “I met someone today, or”—he shook his head—“I guess I didn’t actually meet her, but I saw her walk down the hallway outside the electrotherapy lab. She could read and feel around in people’s minds.” He sniveled. “Now I can, too.”
 
   Swallowing, Anna fought the urge to interrogate her son. He’d always been freer with his words when they came to him naturally, and he tended to clam up when nudged, however gently.
 
   “I can’t believe how much I don’t remember. I had no idea…” Peter wiped his cheeks with a fresh part of his sleeve. “Like the sad girl. Remember her?”
 
   Anna nodded, unsure where this was going.
 
   “I used to dream about her, didn’t I?” Peter’s brow furrowed. “A lot…and it frightened you.”
 
   Again, Anna nodded.
 
   “I—I still see her,” Peter said softly. “She’s older now, but she’s still her.”
 
   For a long time, Anna could only stare at her son.
 
   Even before he’d become a Re-gen, Peter’s Ability had been unique, and to this day, Anna didn’t fully understand it. Maybe it was because he was second-generation, one of the few born with an Ability—like Jason and Zoe, but lacking the genetic block Anna had planted in her two older children to keep their Abilities from manifesting before they were old enough to understand how to hide them. Peter had grown up with his Ability. It was a part of him, always had been and always would be.
 
   He’d always been able to sense the Ability of another person; all he required was a clear line of sight. But this had changed, or rather evolved, when he’d been going through the arduous chemotherapy and radiation treatments that had failed to send his leukemia into remission, allowing him to absorb pieces of other people’s Abilities for short periods of time. And after becoming a Re-gen, the daily electrotherapy treatments had only strengthened his Ability.
 
   And then there were his “friends.” When Peter had been little, he’d exhibited strange quirks that Anna had chalked up to an overactive imagination—quirks that now, for the first time, Anna suspected might have been Ability-related. His dreams had been filled with the same cast of characters, people he’d spoken of as though they were real. But the one he’d spoken of the most, the one he’d claimed to dream about almost every night, had been the sad girl.
 
   Anna hadn’t realized Peter was still seeing the sad girl in his dreams. “You never told me that you still dream about her.” Anna shook her head slowly, her eyes narrowed in thought. “Or that you remembered seeing her from before.”
 
   Peter frowned. “I thought I was just imagining her, until now.” His eyes opened wide, and he smiled. “I mean, she seemed like a real person to me, someone with her own life and everything, but I thought it was just a Re-gen thing, like maybe I was just remembering someone I knew before…but after today, I get it. I know.”
 
   It was Anna’s turn to frown. “Know what?” She tilted her head, trying to process the emotions filling his shadowed eyes. He seemed sad, confused, and scared, but also a bit excited. “What happened today that changed things, Peter—was it the new treatment? Or the woman you saw at the electrotherapy lab?”
 
   Dread pooled in Anna’s chest. She was starting to suspect it was the latter, and that the woman was none other than the one who’d been with Jason and Cole at the west gate, who’d altered perception so she and her companions could enter the Colony seemingly undetected. If Anna’s suspicions were right and that woman had an Ability similar to Tom’s, allowing her not only to alter what people believed to be reality but to see inside their heads, to uncover their most private memories…
 
   “The woman I saw—her name’s Larissa—but her Ability…it’s like I can remember now,” Peter said, but he shook his head. “I mean, I can’t remember, but I can see your memories.”
 
   Anna’s heart sank. Her memories? So she’d been right about the woman with Cole and her Ability. And now, for a little while, this Larissa’s perception-altering and mind-reading skills would be integrated into Peter’s Ability, too. Anna had tried so hard to protect him from what she’d done, had done everything she could to keep this one, special person in her life from seeing her as a monster.
 
   Peter nodded. “I’ve seen your memories of me. It’s like I remember, without actually remembering. But now I know that the woman I keep dreaming about is real…she’s the sad girl, all grown up. She has to be.”
 
   “I see.” Anna swallowed roughly. She’d made so many impossible choices, done so many horrible things. She’d helped tear the world apart…destroyed billions of lives. “What—what else do you know now?”
 
   “I know what you’ve done, Mom.” Peter’s eyes darkened, and Anna took a deep breath, preparing herself for the worst, waiting for the same look of disgust and betrayal she’d seen in Zoe’s eyes the one and only time her daughter had visited in a dream. “And what he’s done.” Peter turned his head to sneer at the bedroom door. “He’s horrible. I hate him.”
 
   Nausea churned in Anna’s stomach. Closing her eyes, she breathed in and out through her nose several times. She looked at her son. “And me? Do you hate me, too?”
 
   For a long moment, Peter was quiet, his expression considering. Finally, he shook his head. “You…you make me feel sad.” His gray eyes, so much like his father’s, filled with an earnest openness Gregory’s had never held. “Like Zoe.”
 
   Anna’s breath caught. “Wha—what?”
 
   Peter flashed her an uncertain smile, then looked away. “She’s, um—she’s the sad girl…and she’s why I was so upset.” He sniffled. “Mom, she’s in trouble.”
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   ZOE
 
   DECEMBER 13, 1AE
 
   Location Unknown
 
    
 
   Tap. Tap. Tap.
 
   Silence.
 
   Tap. Tap.
 
   Noise and a light so bright I was near blinded before I even opened my eyes woke me from what felt like the dead. I peeled my eyelids open, a feat akin to opening a window nailed shut. I blinked and squinted. My head was throbbing, and my body ached beyond discomfort. I blinked again, trying to focus past a blur of shapes and shadows as my fuzzy mind stirred.
 
   I was in a bedroom. There was a pink accented wall across from me with empty picture frames hanging haphazardly along it. I blinked again. A white dresser sat a little to my left, a stack of folded clothes on top—what looked like my folded clothes—and a half-empty bottle of cheap vodka beside them. I peered down at my attire—a woman’s worn white T-shirt and gray sweatpants that felt a little too short. A prick of uncertainty registered as I wondered whose they were and how I’d come to be wearing them.
 
   Tap. Tap. Tap.
 
   With great effort, I turned toward the noise, half expecting to see a woodpecker on the wall. I held my breath.
 
   A tallish, unfamiliar man with dark hair hanging loosely at the nape of his neck stood in front of a boarded-up window. With dark-stained hands, he braced either side of the window frame and stared out a small gap between two nearly rotted two-by-fours. He was wearing thick brown cargo pants, exposed steel-toed boots, and a dirty, tan long-sleeved shirt, like he’d just gone to work.
 
   Tap. Tap. Tap. His index finger rapped against the wall like he was sending Morse code to someone on the other side. Remotely, I wondered if he was nervous or anxious, or maybe a little bit of both. I tried not to panic as I put the distorted pieces of what little I remembered back together. After a moment, my pulse quickened and realization began to set in.
 
   And like he had a sixth sense to know that I’d awakened, the man at the window slowly turned to face me. Instantly, I noticed the scar above his right eye, and dread—too overwhelming to subdue—crashed over me.
 
   I bolted upward, trying to sit up, to run, to flee, but the metal headboard clanked against the wall in my weak attempt, and I was jerked back down onto the mattress. My back was on fire, my left arm screaming in pain, and all I could do was gulp for air. I was restrained, unable to move beyond the wiggle of my fingers, and the asphyxiating cords of fear wrapped around my throat, squeezing.
 
   I fought to breathe. I needed to breathe—to clear my mind so I could think. I barely registered my burning wrists as swirling images of Jones and Taylor, of Taylor’s hands on me, of the gleam in his eyes in the woods at Fort Knox, spun around and around in my mind. Pure horror and sheer doom were like overturned buckets above my head, washing over me until I was soaking in them.
 
   “What—” I choked, and tried to swallow away the dryness of my throat, the heaviness of my tongue. “What do you want?” I rasped.
 
   The scarred-faced man didn’t say anything, his gaze vacant as he seemed to stare straight through me. I couldn’t read his mind, couldn’t feel his intentions.
 
   “Why did you bring me here?”
 
   His long, black hair was tucked behind his ears, his sunken, sickly face covered in what looked like weeks of patchy scruff. A layer of sweat glistened on his brow and around the black holes of his eyes.
 
   My rapid breaths faltered, my eyes widened, and my body flooded with ice. I remembered him. Realizing I’d seen him in New Bodega made my dread and the million horrific possibilities of what he wanted from me a living monster clawing inside me. I did my best to tamp it down, to make it stop.
 
   Peering up at my restraints, I loosened my clenched fist and tried to maneuver my wrists out of the rope tied around them. But it was to no avail. I couldn’t allow myself to appear weak, no matter how innate my desire was to panic, to beg to be let go, to scream. Why was he following us?
 
   “Please,” I whispered. “Tell me what you want from me.” The possibilities circled through my mind, and despite my will to stay calm, a small whimper escaped.
 
   The man’s vacant eyes enlivened, and he straightened, his gaze boring into me for a fleeting moment before it softened. He took two measured steps closer and slowly reached for me…reached past me…and grabbed a white cloth from the bedside table. I exhaled in relief.
 
   When his eyes met mine again, they were asking and uncertain, but he only hesitated a moment before he extended the cloth toward my face. His gaze shifted to my quivering lips, then back to my eyes, which were frantically searching his drawn features for answers. The cloth was damp against my skin as he wiped the beading sweat from my temple and forehead. His eyes followed his every action, but he avoided looking into my eyes again. I wasn’t sure which I felt more, terror or relief. What was he thinking?
 
   “You’re still healing,” he said in a gruff but quiet tone. The sharp scent of alcohol and a hint of soap wafted off him. “You need more rest.”
 
   “Healing? What—” But then I registered the incessant pain in my shoulder and the burning in my left arm. I looked up at it tied above me. My bicep was wrapped in a blood-spotted bandage. I remembered hitting my head against the window as the van spun and tumbled and turned. I remembered the screaming pain in my arm as something sliced through it and the sound of metal scraping against asphalt. I remembered the sound of gunshots and the way Tavis’s face fell and the life faded from his eyes.
 
   My dad…Jake… My vision blurred as my tongue moved too fast and the words tumbled from my lips. “Where’s my family? What did you do? Why did you do this?” What about Sanchez? And Gabe and Becca? My captor looked away from me, dropping the cloth back onto the side table before stepping over to the vodka bottle on the dresser. He fumbled to unscrew the cap and took one deep pull. Then another.
 
   “Are they all dead?” I asked. There was too much anger and sadness to comprehend anything but the cool wash of blood draining from my face. I wasn’t sure that even Jake could sustain a gunshot wound, not if it had been to his head.
 
   The man took another drink, ignoring the hysteria lacing my voice.
 
   “Are they dead?” I screeched. “Did you kill them?”
 
   With the back of his hand, the man wiped his mouth and stared at me. His eyes filled with sadness and regret so poignant that I didn’t need my Ability to feel it deep in my soul.
 
   “Oh my God,” I whispered. They’re dead. His look said it all.
 
   Tears welled and fell, rolling down my cheeks, and I suddenly couldn’t breathe. “Why?” I choked out, rage blooming too intense to keep inside me. I pulled against the ropes, tugging and screaming louder than the pain ever could. “Why? What the fuck do you want from me? What do you want? Tell me what you want!” I sobbed, wondering if it even mattered anymore.
 
   In an instant, the man’s hand clamped over my mouth. I could taste the salt on his skin, and his nose was so close it was almost touching mine.
 
   “Shut up,” he said, though I barely heard him through my muffled whimpering. “If you know what’s good for you, you’ll shut up.” His tone was level and deliberate. An obvious warning.
 
   I squeezed my eyes shut and sobbed against his hand, not caring what his intentions were as I thought about my companions—about my dad, about Jake—probably still lying out in the middle of the road somewhere.
 
   I turned away from the man, away from his tight grip on my mouth, and cried into someone else’s pillow. “Why did you have to kill them?” I croaked. “You could’ve just taken me. You didn’t have to kill them.”
 
   “I didn’t,” he said, his breath cloying and moist against my cheek.
 
   Swallowing mid-whimper, I reluctantly shifted my gaze to his. I didn’t care that our noses were touching or that I could see into his eyes, filled with an emptiness so haunting it made me sick with dread. But still, I dared to hope… “They’re not dead?”
 
   The man sat up, the mattress squeaking beneath the sudden movement. “Not all of them. We only killed who we had to,” he said with what sounded like remorse.
 
   I didn’t understand. I tried to stifle the sobs bubbling up. “Who’s…we?” I felt my lips quivering. “Who did you kill?” I asked more softly. The tears multiplied, knowing his answer would ruin me, regardless of who it was.
 
   “The driver and the man with you. They were the only ones conscious.”
 
   My heart squeezed and twisted, hope and sadness sparring inside for control. All I could do was pray that they’d shot Jake in the chest and not in the head. And Tavis… I sniffled. I’d already known he was gone. I’d watched the color drain from his face and the light dull in his eyes.
 
   He was trying to save me.
 
   I tried not to think about the others, doing all I could to convince myself that they’d survived the crash and that Jake, at least, would come for me.
 
   Suddenly, my anguish turned to hope and my sadness to hate and rage and determination. Sooner or later, someone would find me, or I would get away. I just had to be strong, to hold on and figure out how to tell them where I was.
 
   I glared at my captor, teeth clenched as I silently promised him horrible things to come.
 
   But his murky brown eyes held no fear or amusement. In fact, they were devoid of much emotion, save for what I thought might be apathy and compliance. Given his lackluster emotions, it seemed primal lust and physical dominance weren’t among the reasons I’d been taken, and I felt my anxiety lessen just a little.
 
   “Why did you do this?” I asked, more steadily this time, though tears still streamed down my cheeks—tears for Tavis and my unknown future, for the rest of my friends and family, who I prayed were still alive. “Why did you have to kill them?”
 
   The man stiffened and stood, the floorboards creaking beneath each footstep as he walked back over to the boarded-up window. I wondered what he kept looking at.
 
   Furtively, I glanced around the room. With the pinks and whites and purples accenting the bed and walls, it looked like a little girl’s bedroom. His daughter’s room, maybe. I assumed she was dead, whoever she’d been, but I needed to learn more, to figure out what they wanted, how many they were, and where, exactly, I was. I needed to find a way out.
 
   It would be too naive to think I’d been brought back to New Bodega, where I’d first seen the scarred-faced man—that I’d be so close to home. There was no salt scent in the air, and I could hear no ocean breeze outside like I could at home, either. “Answer me, please,” I pleaded. “You followed us—why? What do you want with me?”
 
   This time, the man glared over his shoulder, an angry glint brightening his deadened eyes. But he didn’t answer, and it worried me that I still couldn’t sense his mind. There was a wall, an obscurity that only strengthened the harder I tried. Or was it all in my head? Was my Ability now nonexistent? I couldn’t tell as a sharp pain shot through my head like a Taser keeping an unwanted perpetrator away.
 
   “What do you want?” I shouted, too impatient to play his game.
 
   He frowned, his eyes hardening. “If you keep screaming, Randall’s going to come in here and you’re going to regret it, just like the others. I guarantee you that.”
 
   My anger fizzled. The others?
 
   He turned back to the gap in the boards. “I told you to rest.” As if he couldn’t stand to be in the room with me a moment longer, or perhaps didn’t trust himself, the man clomped past the bed without a glance in my direction. He snatched the vodka bottle off the dresser and flung open the door, exposing a hallway. I saw a chair and shotgun propped up against the wall before he slammed the door shut again behind him.
 
   Alone, tied to a bed—a hostage in a house with people who wanted me for God only knew what—I let out a faint whimper. It took every ounce of willpower I had to keep myself from succumbing to hysteria. I focused on thinking clearly, calmly.
 
   I needed to burn every detail of my surroundings into my mind for later. The wheelchair in the corner to my right. The way the door had popped open a millisecond before the man pulled it shut again, like the latch might be broken. The gap in the window that I needed to pass in hopes of getting a glimpse outside.
 
   Most of all, I needed to keep my mind busy, so I didn’t dwell on the fact that my Ability was apparently gone, and with it all sense of security and hope. I didn’t know when or if my Ability would come back, and it had been so long since I’d been without it I wasn’t sure how I would survive if it never did.
 
   I needed to come up with a plan.
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   DANI
 
   DECEMBER 14, 1AE
 
   The Farm, California
 
    
 
   Unhooking a hanger from a circular clothes rack, I held the tank top hanging from it up against my chest. It was super soft cotton, slightly loose and flowy, and the color fell somewhere in the spectrum between green and yellow. “What do you think, Zo? Too yellow?” Green I could do—it was my favorite clothing color—but yellow, not so much.
 
   Zoe paused from flipping through hanger after hanger of leather jackets to look over her shoulder at me. “It’s cute. A little too girly for me, but very you, D.” She scrunched her nose. “But…”
 
   I straightened and glanced down at the tank top. “What?”
 
   “It doesn’t really go with your guns.”
 
   Reflexively, I adjusted the cross-body strap of my automatic rifle, then glanced at the three men standing side by side with their backs to a wall of bladed weapons that wouldn’t have been out of place in a medieval armory. “What do you guys think?”
 
   Gabe, tallest of all and looking angelic with his golden hair and crisp white button-down shirt, shrugged.
 
   Cam, with his soulful eyes and wistful smile, sighed and nodded. “I like it, D.”
 
   And Jason, standing in the middle and somehow dominating the space with his powerful stance and expressionless, scarred face, tilted his head to the side ever so slightly. “Not very practical, is it? Not good for farming…not good for scavenging…”
 
   I pulled my bottom lip between my teeth. “Oh, well…” I blinked, and the three men standing nearby changed horribly. Their clothes were torn and stained with browns and reds, their skin was sunken, sallow, and seemed to be slipping off of them, and their eyes were dull and milky. “Oh God, no!” I shrieked, lurching toward them, then freezing in place.
 
   In the next blink, Jason, Cam, and Gabe returned to normal.
 
   “So it’s this again?”
 
   I spun around to find another version of Gabe, this one standing beside Zoe and her rack of leather jackets. Blinking several times, I shook my head in confusion. “What? Huh?”
 
   Gabe made his way around the clothes rack to his dreamtime duplicate, who was now flashing back and forth between living and walking dead with every heartbeat. He stared at it a moment, then sighed. “And here I’d thought it was such a good thing that you’re sleeping again.”
 
   “I don’t—” I shook my head, dispelling cobwebs of confusion. “You’re really you, aren’t you?” I glanced around in wonder at the shop’s now odd-seeming combination of girly and badass clothing options and antique weapons collection. It had seemed so normal before… “I’m really dreaming?” I’d had the one dream of that day, when I’d somehow, seemingly by sheer force of will, managed to get some sleep. But that had been a couple nights ago, and I hadn’t been able to duplicate whatever I’d done, no matter how hard I’d tried. Until now, it seemed.
 
   Gabe nodded. “Congrats. And welcome back.” He wound his way back around the clothing racks until he was standing before me. “How are you doing?” He glanced down at my middle. “And how’s the little one?” His pale blue eyes returned to mine; part of me expected his to flash to a milky white like his dream doppelgänger.
 
   I shut my eyes and shook my head. Opening them again, I said, “We’re good. Progressing full-speed ahead, as expected. Harper said he’d place me at around twelve weeks if he didn’t know otherwise, but we’re really only at five or so.” Which meant my child was developing about twice as fast as a normal human child…and about on par with Sarah’s twins. I flashed him a shy smile and placed my hand on my abdomen. “Chris says that means it’s about as big as a lime…and that I should start showing soon.”
 
   Gabe’s lips spread into a smile, but I could tell that his heart wasn’t in it.
 
   “What?” I reached for him, gripping his forearm. “What is it? Why are you here? And why hasn’t Sanchez checked in?”
 
   He met my eyes, then looked away. “There’s been an accident. The van…” He exhaled heavily and ran his fingers through his shoulder-length hair. “Tavis…he didn’t make it.”
 
   An accident? Tavis didn’t make it? My thoughts swirled as I tried to understand.
 
   “Sanchez couldn’t contact you guys because she’s been mostly unconscious since the crash,” Gabe continued. “And Jake’s been shot, so he’s out of it, at least for now.” Gabe’s eyes met mine, and he hesitated before saying, “We’re holed up in a hotel just outside of Sacramento until they’ve recovered a little. Becca, Tom, and I have made a few trips out, gathering what food and weapons we can carry back from the van—”
 
   I swallowed roughly, my heart beating too quickly. “And—and Zo?”
 
   Gabe looked at me with such intensity it was like he was looking into my soul. “We don’t know. She wasn’t anywhere to be found when Tom came to, and he was the first, so…”
 
   I looked at dream-Zoe, standing placidly by, still holding that leather jacket, and shook my head. “Well, she wouldn’t have just wandered off.”
 
   “We know.”
 
   “So you think someone took her?”
 
   “That’s exactly what we think.”
 
   “My God…” I squeezed my eyes shut, wishing doing so would block out the truth of what had happened. “Alright, tell me everything.”
 
    
 
   ~~~~~
 
    
 
   I woke up feeling ancient. And worried. And absolutely sick and tired of others stealing whatever precious time my people—my family—had left to spend with one another. It barely even registered that I’d been dreaming, that I’d actually slept through the whole night.
 
   I sat up, for once without the familiar twist of nausea, and rolled my neck, using the almost painful stretch as a chance to piece together what I remembered from the dream with Gabe. Of course, only one thing mattered—or four things, really—they’d crashed the van, Tavis was dead, Jake had been shot, and Zoe was missing.
 
   “Chris,” I said hoarsely and shook the pregnancy cobwebs from my brain. Where’s Chris? I fumbled for the watch on my nightstand. What time is it?
 
   Almost six in the morning, it turned out. I glanced at the heavy green curtains pulled across the bedroom’s two small windows. The sky would start to lighten soon, though the sun wouldn’t rise for another hour. At this time of the morning, I knew exactly where I would find Chris. Which was just as well, because I needed to fill Harper in, too.
 
   Zo’s missing…
 
   I hastily scooted to the edge of the bed and slid my feet into wool-lined moccasins, then retrieved my down coat off one of the hooks behind the door. I could feel Annie in her room, her mind a gentle hum rather than the bright beacon it was when she was conscious. Over the long months, I’d come to recognize this as meaning she was drifting. Unlike my other companions, Annie’s mind never faded from my radar completely, because unlike the others, Annie never actually slept. She rested, true—her mind had adapted to her Ability in ways it seemed that mine never would—but she never actually slept, not anymore.
 
   “Jack,” I said telepathically to my dog, who was gazing up at me from his curled position on the bed. “Stay with Annie and bring her to me in the big house if she wakes up.”
 
   With a stretch, he made his way off the bed, and the click of nails on hardwood marked his path out of my bedroom and down the short hallway to Annie’s door. He yawned dramatically, then settled on his belly and rested his head on his crossed paws.
 
   “Thank you, Sweet Boy.”
 
   His ears perked forward, and the small dark patches above his eyes that I always thought of as his doggy eyebrows rose. As I turned to leave, I could feel a deep sense of contentment and affection coming from him through our bond.
 
   “Love you too, Jack,” I said as I rushed to the front door as quietly as possible. The fire I’d built up in the fireplace the previous night was nothing but half-dead embers now, but it still produced a small amount of heat. A fact that was made more evident by the burst of chilly, almost freezing air that greeted me when I opened the door.
 
   Zo’s missing…Zo’s missing…Zo’s missing…
 
   I left the cottage and practically ran along the slippery path to the farmhouse. Once inside, Chris and Harper’s bedroom was only a short trip up the creaky stairs to the first room on the right side of the hallway. I knocked on their door quietly. There was no response, so I repeated the knock, but with more gusto. One more time…
 
   I could hear lazy footsteps on the other side of the door. This house was so old that it reflected every movement with a unique, usually complaintive sound of its own. “Is that you, Sam?” Chris’s voice was hoarse with sleep. “Did you have another bad dr—” She was clearly surprised to find me standing in the hallway instead. “Dani?”
 
   My chin started trembling, my eyes stinging.
 
   Zo’s missing…
 
   “What is it? What happened?” She scanned me from head to toe. “Is Annie alright?”
 
   I nodded even as my chest started convulsing with my mounting distress. Shock had worn off, and reality was setting in. First Jason had been abducted, now Zoe. And the others were all either injured or—or…poor Tavis. “The van,” I said. “There was an—an accident.” It was all I managed to get out before grief took over.
 
   “Alright, shhh,” Chris said as she draped an arm over my shoulders and guided me into the bedroom. “Take your time.” I heard the door shut. “And when you’re ready, tell us what happened.”
 
   I found myself sitting in the antique, floral upholstered armchair that had been in this room when we’d arrived, Chris squatting on the floor at my feet. She gripped my hands tightly. I could feel her Ability calming me from within, but it didn’t bother me, not this time.
 
   In minutes, I was back to a relatively coherent state. I sniffed and wiped my nose on my sleeve. Clearing my throat, I looked first at Chris, then at Harper, who was sitting on the foot of the bed. “Gabe came to me in a dream.”
 
   Chris’s eyebrows rose. “So you were sleeping? Really sleeping?”
 
   I nodded. “Up until Gabe pulled me out of the dream. My first full drift-free night since Jason…”
 
   Chris blew out a breath. “Well that’s something, at least.”
 
   I sniffed again. “Gabe told me they crashed the van. Said they were all knocked out for a while, and when they came to, Zo was gone and Tavis—” I breathed in shakily, the echo of my heaving sobs fresh in my chest. “Tavis is dead.”
 
   “Shit,” Chris groaned.
 
   Harper scrubbed his face with one hand. “Zoe might’ve been disoriented and wandered off. If it just happened last night—”
 
   I shook my head. “It was the night before last. They got as far as Sacramento.”
 
   Harper’s hand clenched into a fist, which he slowly lowered to the bed. He pressed his fist into the mattress so hard that his arm was shaking. “Then why didn’t they contact us sooner?”
 
   I shrugged. “I guess Sanchez was knocked unconscious during the crash, and she’s been having a hard time with her Ability since then, and Gabe’s been sort of busy trying to salvage what they could from the crash and Jake’s in one of his healing trances…so they’ve got a lot going on. And with everything, I guess they decided to wait to contact us until they had some concrete information to give us.” I looked at Harper and took a deep breath. “Zoe didn’t wander off. It wasn’t the crash that killed Tavis.” My voice rose in pitch. “It was a gun. And Jake—” After several more deep breaths, I regained some of my unraveling composure. “They shot Jake, too, but…you know.”
 
   “Poor Sam,” Chris murmured. I met her eyes and gave her hands a squeeze. We all liked Tavis, but he’d become something of a father to the ten-year-old. Sam would be devastated.
 
   Hesitantly, almost like he was afraid to ask, Harper said, “How do we know Zoe’s just missing and not…?”
 
   “She’s not dead,” I said. “Gabe sensed her dreaming mind a couple times. Just quick blips, but enough to know she’s alive and nearby, just not exactly where.”
 
   Chris nodded slowly, eyes narrowed as she considered what I’d told them.
 
   Harper was gripping the edge of the bed now, and I had the impression that he was physically restraining himself. “We should go to them, tend their injuries and—”
 
   Chris stood and held out her palm to Harper. “Just hold on there, buddy.” She pointed back at me. “You heard Becca; Dani can’t go anywhere if she wants to keep herself and the baby safe.”
 
   Harper stood as well, facing off with Chris. “Exactly, Dani’s staying here.”
 
   “You two go,” I said, desperate for someone to do something. “Gabe said they’re in a hotel, just outside of Sacramento. We’ll be alright here without you for a few days, and Becca said I’d be fine so long as I stayed here, so I’m sure the baby’ll be okay. You should go,” I urged. Hell, I was getting close to flat-out begging.
 
   Uncertainty flashed across Chris’s face, looking completely out of place. “It’d be a several-day ride just to get there.”
 
   “But only a couple hours in a car,” Harper countered.
 
   “True,” Chris said, drawing out the word. “We could ask the council to lend us another vehicle.”
 
   “And if they say no?” I asked quietly. It seemed more than likely that they would refuse, considering we’d just ruined the last one they let us borrow.
 
   “Then we’ll leave on horseback first thing tomorrow morning,” Harper said.
 
   I bit my lip, considering our options. “You should take Grayson to New Bodega, Chris. He gets along with the council the best.”
 
   Chris nodded and started for the door. “I’ll wake him up and fill him in.” She glanced back at me. “Will you get our horses ready?”
 
   “Of course.”
 
   “I’ll help,” Harper said.
 
   The three of us left the bedroom in a line, worried and filled with uncertainty over what the day would bring. But at least we had a plan.
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   ANNA
 
   DECEMBER 14, 1AE
 
   The Colony, Colorado
 
    
 
   With one hand covering her mouth and the other gripping her side, Anna paced in her office, striding from the shut door to the desk, over and over and over again. Her eyes felt grittier with each successive blink, and she kept thinking she was seeing things on the edge of her vision—going nearly two full nights without sleep tended to do that to a person. But in other ways, she’d felt like she’d never been more alert.
 
   Jason was inside the Colony. He’d been there for two days now. She’d been unable to track him down so far, and she had no clue what he, Cole, and Larissa, the perception-altering woman, were up to. Casing the base, likely—learning how it worked, who did what, and who they’d have to remove in order for their takeover to be successful, assuming that’s why they were in the Colony in the first place. But it was the only explanation that made any sense at all.
 
   Anna squeezed her eyes shut, just for a moment. How was any of this happening? She had to find Jason and get him out of there. She just didn’t know how to find him, not to mention how to approach him without Cole or Gregory noticing…without getting herself, and probably Jason, killed.
 
   Hand covering her mouth, Anna shook her head and continued to pace. And then there was Zoe; according to Peter, something had happened to her. He’d been able to sense that she was distressed and in pain. Peter’s connection with his half-sister was so strong and went so far beyond anything Anna could have imagined. She was astonished by how much he knew about Zoe—far more than Anna herself knew about her only daughter.
 
   But despite knowing all of this, Anna was a sitting duck. She’d mulled everything she knew about each situation over and over, all to no avail. She couldn’t see any pathway that led to her helping either Jason or Zoe, not this time, not with her current lack of substantial information.
 
   Anna had her hand on the doorknob before she realized she’d made the decision to head home to check in with Peter. It was midafternoon, and he was bound to be up by now, teenager or not, healing or not. She knew she should let him rest after the extreme stress of the new form of electrotherapy. But still, she was so very tempted to run home, wake him if he was still asleep, and beg him to tell her whatever else he might know about Zoe’s current status or see if he knew Jason’s exact location in the Colony.
 
   Sighing, Anna hung her head and released the doorknob. She both wanted to utilize her son’s current Ability and was utterly terrified of being in the same room as him. She didn’t want him to see any more of her memories than he already had, not that she had the slightest inkling of how much he’d already seen. She’d considered nulling him but hadn’t been able to bring herself to actually do it. After all, he was her son…her little boy. He was her second chance, her do-over.
 
   Anna resumed pacing. To the desk. To the door. To the desk. To the door. Her mind was spinning uselessly. She couldn’t help Zoe or Jason, and she couldn’t help but be scared for Peter…and be a little scared of him, if she was being honest with herself.
 
   “Mom…”
 
   Startled, Anna froze, her eyes darting around the office. She held her breath. Had she imagined Peter’s voice?
 
   “Mom?”
 
   “Peter?” Anna continued to stare around the room. Apparently he’d recently come into contact with a telepath and had absorbed that Ability for the time being, as well.
 
   “Will you come home, Mom? It’s Zoe…I’m scared.”
 
   Heart in her throat, Anna inhaled sharply and opened her mouth to demand more information, despite being fairly certain that Peter’s version of telepathy only worked one way.
 
   Anna’s office door opened, and she spun around to face the intruder. “What the hell do you think you’re—” Her question cut off abruptly, and she clutched the front of her lab coat and stumbled backward a few steps until the backs of her thighs hit the edge of her desk.
 
   The intruder shut the door quickly and quietly, then snicked the deadbolt locked and turned to face Anna. “Mom,” Jason said as he crossed his arms and leaned back against the door. His face was cold, expressionless, his features twisted on one side by a grisly scar that swept almost from hairline to jaw. But his eyes—they were brilliant and focused. They were accusing. “Been a while,” he said, his tone as expressionless as his face.
 
   Anna stared at her eldest son and ever so slowly shook her head, at an utter loss for words.
 
   “Were you at the gatehouse when we came in?”
 
   Anna blinked several times, having difficulty believing that Jason was really there, in her office with her. “I—” She blinked several more times, then nodded. Why was she being such a dumbstruck moron? This was what she’d been waiting for. This was her chance to convince him to leave. This was it…but she could only manage to stare at Jason, eyes wide and tongue tied. She hadn’t seen him since he was five years old. She’d seen photos in Gregory’s files, sure, but it wasn’t the same. She’d left him a little boy, and now he’d returned to her a grown man.
 
   “I thought that was you, but I wasn’t sure.” He pushed off the door and started moving around the room, eyes roaming everywhere. “Cole didn’t notice you, in case you were worried.” Jason stood in front of the meticulously organized bookcase to the left of her desk and glanced back at Anna. “With how much he talks about you and Herodson…he would’ve mentioned it.” Jason’s attention returned to the fourth shelf of the bookcase, which was filled with neatly labeled binders documenting Anna’s research on both the gene therapy and the modified strain of influenza she’d used to spread it.
 
   Anna swallowed, a useless action considering how dry her mouth had become in the last minute.
 
   “His plan is simple, really.” Jason continued to browse through the labels on the spines of the binders, apparently not a care in the world. “When he’s done scoping out the place, he’s going to kill Herodson and take over as leader here…and I’m perfectly fine with that.” Seeming to grow bored with the binders, Jason turned away from the bookcase and made his way behind the desk. Slowly, he eased himself down into Anna’s chair.
 
   Anna faced him. When had her little boy grown so large? How? It didn’t seem possible. “Why are you working with him?” Anna forced herself to ask, even though she feared the answer.
 
   “I didn’t have a choice.” Again, Jason crossed his arms. “He’s planning on killing you, too.” He speared her with a stare. “Which means it’s time for you to finally leave this place. We’re just lucky that Cole’s been a little too free with his commands lately. He’s managed to get a fair number of your people under his control, but he’s drained his Ability too much, even with me boosting him. He renews my commands every morning.” Jason smiled grimly, the effect only emphasized by his scar. “But this morning he was a little, well, impotent.”
 
   “That’s how you’re here, talking to me?”
 
   Jason nodded. “He’s resting right now, and Larissa’s scouting the northwestern sector. He’ll never know I was gone.”
 
   Anna studied his face, searching for hints of the kind, gentle boy she’d left in Bodega Bay so many years ago. “So you came here to warn me that Cole wants me dead?”
 
   Again, Jason nodded. “You need to get out of here, and soon. Herodson and Cole can battle it out.” He shrugged one shoulder. “I couldn’t care less who’s in charge of this place.” He looked around the office like he could see the rest of the Colony through the walls. “Looks like it’s barely hanging on by a thread anyway.” Jason refocused on Anna, his eyes on fire with challenge. “I say we run and don’t look back. I say we let it fall apart.”
 
   Feeling defeated, Anna collapsed into the thinly padded chair across from her son. She laughed wanly. “Before you showed up, I was in here trying to figure out how to find you and tell you that you needed to leave the Colony for your safety. It never even crossed my mind that you’d tell me the same thing.”
 
   Jason studied her, tilting his head to the side, just a bit, and narrowing his eyes. “This place—it’s a goddamn illusion, anyway; it won’t last, so what’s the point of drawing out the inevitable?”
 
   Anna sighed and raised her shoulders. After a moment, she let them fall and hunched her back. “I can’t leave.”
 
   “You’ll die if you stay,” Jason said, frozen in place and voice coated in ice.
 
   Anna shook her head. “That may be, but you don’t understand. I have to stay here…for Peter.” Now that she’d managed to get herself speaking, Anna felt as though she would never shut up. “He’s sick, and he needs to be here for his treatments.” She shook her head more emphatically. “Don’t you see? I don’t care what happens to me so long as he’s okay.”
 
   “Always playing the goddamn martyr,” Jason muttered. He held up a hand to keep her from rambling further. “What’s wrong with him—with Peter?”
 
   “He—he’s—”
 
   There was the clicking sound of the door being unlocked, and Anna’s entire body stiffened. There were only two keys that would grant access to her office—hers and Gregory’s. And if Gregory was on the other side of the door, Anna had no doubt that this would be the last time she would ever see Jason again. Ever.
 
   “It’s just me,” Peter said in her mind, right before he slipped into the office and relocked the door.
 
   “Peter?” she said, staring at him wide-eyed. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Jason freeze, halfway out of the chair. She glanced at the lock on the door, then back at her younger son. “But, how…?”
 
   “Camille’s Ability.” Meaning, he hadn’t needed a key at all. “From before she left…” Which meant he’d had her Ability to control metal for more than eight months. It was the longest he’d ever retained an Ability, no doubt a result of his increased electrotherapy sessions.  
 
   Anna exhaled a breath she hadn’t realized she’d been holding and all but collapsed in on herself. She couldn’t take it anymore—all of the stress, the paranoia, the always looking over her shoulder…always expecting the worst to happen. She felt like she was on the verge of having a heart attack.
 
   Peter placed his hand on hers. “Don’t worry, Mom.” He gave her a squeeze. “We’ll get through this; we always do.”
 
   “You must be Peter,” Jason said. Anna watched his eyes scan Peter’s face as he lowered himself back into the chair.
 
   “And you’re Jason…my brother.” Peter laughed, but it sounded halfhearted and thready. “Until two days ago, I didn’t know I had a brother.”
 
   Jason lowered his eyes to Anna, his expression no longer blank; his features were tensed, his eyes heated. “You told him I was here?”
 
   Anna shook her head. “He just knew. His Ability—he can absorb parts of other people’s Abilities.”
 
   Jason’s attention switched back to Peter, a new interest gleaming in his eyes.
 
   “I sort of met a woman yesterday—one of your companions, Larissa,” Peter said. “And now I know things about people…can see their memories and feel some of what they’re feeling. She can actually change what people think they see and remember…but I can’t do that. It’s pretty weird.” He paused for a moment. “Like, I know she’s like you—she isn’t here by choice, and she doesn’t want to hurt anyone.” He gave Anna’s hand another squeeze. “She noticed you when they got here a couple days ago, Mom. She could tell that you weren’t affected by her illusion, that you saw them come in, but she didn’t say anything to that guy Cole about it. She—she hates him, wants to kill him, but she can’t because he’s controlling her, like Dad does with everyone, just like Cole’s controlling Jason. Right?”
 
   Jason nodded slowly.
 
   Baffled, Anna shook her head, her eyes narrowed. “But how could Cole—why didn’t you just null him the first time he tried to use his Ability on you?”
 
   “I couldn’t,” Jason said, his tone cutting off any further discussion on the hows and whys of his current predicament.
 
   Anna pursed her lips. “I see. Well, I’m sure he’s commanded you not to try to leave him, yes?”
 
   Jason leaned forward and nodded.
 
   “And I’m sure you can’t hurt him, that’s the obvious way to break his hold on you, but…” When Jason confirmed her assumption with another nod, she said, “Then you’ll need the neutralizer. It’ll take a little while to make, but it’s the only way I can see to get you out of here safely.”
 
   Jason inhaled to respond, but Peter spoke first. “You have to take us with you.”
 
   Jason frowned. “I thought you couldn’t leave…”
 
   “Oh, but I can now.”
 
   “What?” Anna craned her neck to look up at her youngest son. “The treatment’s not a permanent fix, Peter. You’ll need—”
 
   “I know, Mom, but they’ve got people who know how to do electrotherapy on their farm.” He smiled broadly. “Did you know that Becca and all the others are there? I can see them in his mind…”
 
   Anna had no words. At the moment, she barely had any thoughts. She was completely and utterly stunned. Peter could leave the Colony? She could leave? She’d long ago given up hope that the day might ever come, but now…
 
   “You’re a Re-gen,” Jason said, and Peter nodded. “How’d that happen?”
 
   “I was sick—leukemia. I died. Mom brought me back.”
 
   Anna cleared her throat. “He was the driving force behind the Re-gen program in the first place,” she said numbly. “I knew he was dying, but I couldn’t survive losing another of my children.” Anna was aware of how desperate and maniacal her explanation made her sound, but it was the truth.
 
   “You didn’t lose us,” Jason said, the corner of his mouth lifting just enough to show the hint of a sneer. “You left us.”
 
   “She didn’t have a choice,” Peter snapped. “You’d be dead if Mom hadn’t—”
 
   Jason stood abruptly. “Don’t you think I know that? But now I’m alive and everyone else is either a fucking corpse or has lost their fucking minds.” He bared his teeth in a smile. “Can’t say I feel real good about that.” He stared at them for several seconds, waiting for either of them to defend Anna’s past decisions, or maybe daring them to. “What do you need from me to make the neutralizer?”
 
   Anna licked her lips and sat up a little straighter, grateful that they were back on somewhat familiar ground. “I just need a sample of your blood. If I take it now, I should have the neutralizer ready by morning. Will you be able to wait that long?”
 
   “Have to,” Jason said with a nod. “Will you?”
 
   Anna nodded eagerly.
 
   “Well, alright.” Jason started rolling up his sleeve. “Let’s get started.”
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   ZOE
 
   DECEMBER 14, 1AE
 
   Location Unknown
 
    
 
   I thought I’d only closed my eyes to collect my wits for a minute, but I opened them to find the scarred-faced man in the room again. I hadn’t heard him enter, which meant I must’ve fallen asleep. I bit back the questions I had and the pleas that pawed for voice. I took a deep breath, in…and out.
 
   Hoping it was all a nightmare, I squeezed my eyelids shut. But the man was still there when I opened them again, sitting on the floor, his back against the wall across from the bed. He was staring down at the now-empty vodka bottle, which he turned around and around in his hands. It wasn’t a dream.
 
   “You’re finally awake,” he grumbled. His words were a tad slurred, but his tone was stern, different than before. It was worrisome. When he looked up at me, a strand of hair hung in his face, making him seem more worse for wear than he had before. Once again, I tried to use my Ability, to sense something, anything about this man and his intentions toward me.
 
   He almost smiled. “You’re different than the others. I can tell.”
 
   Although I dreaded his meaning, I had to ask. “What’s that supposed to mean?” My voice was a tremulous whisper. Though flashes of me semiconscious and a glass of water against my lips—partial memories I could barely recall—came to mind, my mouth was still dry, so dry it hurt.
 
   He eyed me a moment longer than I liked before answering. “You’re stronger, more powerful.” He looked at me with an unabashed, entertained grin. “I can feel your mind in mine, poking around.” But as quickly as it appeared, his smile faltered and he stared through me once more. His eyes were glazed over, like he was lost in memories, memories I desperately wished I could see.
 
   The fact that he could sense my Ability at all made both my stomach roll with alarm and my heart flutter with hope. Although he had the upper hand, at least my Ability wasn’t gone, just subdued. And now I understood. “You’re nulling me,” I said. “That’s why I couldn’t sense you in New Bodega…why I couldn’t sense anything before the accident.” I gazed around the bedroom, only seeing a cage. “It’s why I can’t feel your mind now.”
 
   The man said nothing.
 
   “What were you doing in New Bodega?” I asked, figuring I might get more information out of him since he appeared to be somewhat drunk.
 
   He studied me. “We trade with them sometimes,” he said after a moment. I could tell he hadn’t wanted to divulge anything, but it seemed that, whether it was the vodka or something else, he decided a partial truth was okay.
 
   “And why did you pick me—”
 
   The bedroom door opened, and a taller, short-haired man with bright blue eyes and a goatee stepped inside. “Is she ready?” His eyes shifted from me back to the scarred man. I assumed this was Randall. “She doesn’t look ready, Carl. Her food’s still in her damn bowl.”
 
   I glanced to my right, finding a bowl of oatmeal and a cup of orange juice sitting on the nightstand.
 
   “What the hell’ve you been doing in here for the past hour?”
 
   Though I didn’t sense that Carl had any predatory interest in me, my stomach rolled again at the thought of him being in the room with me while I was unconscious.
 
   “She was sleeping,” Carl said.
 
   “Well, hurry the hell up. Sandy’s ready.”
 
   I tried not to outwardly react to the clue that there were at least three people in the house, but I didn’t like the odds stacking up against me. Had the world been different, I might’ve taken comfort in the fact that there was apparently another woman in the house with me, but it almost made me feel worse. It was easier to manipulate a man than it was a woman, especially if they were all Crazies. So far, though, it seemed Randall and Carl were simply survivors with an Ability, like me.
 
   Like it was nothing out of the ordinary to have a helpless woman tied up in a bedroom, Randall turned and left, swinging the door shut behind him. Unlike Carl had done, Randall didn’t pull the door closed to make sure it latched.
 
   With a sigh, Carl climbed to his feet. He placed the empty bottle of booze on the dresser once more and walked toward the bed. He didn’t look at me, as usual, but through me, and I thought I vaguely registered a misty cloud of guilt in his eyes.
 
   He sat on the edge of the bed, causing my body to slide toward him as the mattress gave way. “Lift up your head,” he said, pulling another pillow from beneath the bedframe.
 
   “I’m not hungry,” I said, too scared and stubborn to eat whatever else might be mixed in the bowl.
 
   Carl was unconcerned. “You’re going to eat because if you don’t, you’ll die,” he said. “It’s simple.”
 
   My simmering apprehension flared. I lifted my head, and he slid the pillow beneath my neck, propping me up and affording me a clearer view of the room. A roll of duct tape sat on the dresser top, along with a small framed photo of a little girl. She was in the arms of a smiling man and a short woman in a nurse’s uniform, who was laughing beside them. The man looked like Randall, so I assumed Sandy might be his wife or his daughter. I was in their home, it seemed, and it made sense, given Randall’s apparent authority. But I wasn’t sure how Carl fit into the family.
 
   I opened my mouth and let Carl feed me a spoonful of oatmeal. His hands shook a little, and his nailbeds were dirty, stained maybe, like he might have been or might still be a mechanic of sorts. The skin around the tips of his fingers was chewed, but despite his rough appearance, he was unexpectedly gentle as he placed the spoon in my mouth.
 
   The oatmeal was cold and thick and bland, but I ate it willingly, scared of the alternative. “What does Sandy want with me?” I asked, licking my lips.
 
   Carl’s eyes shifted to mine. “She doesn’t,” he said with a brusque edge. His lips pursed.
 
   I took another bite off the proffered spoon. “Then what does he—”
 
   “Stop asking questions,” Carl growled. “I’m not going to hurt you unless I have to, but that doesn’t make me your damn friend. Just be quiet and eat.”
 
   Narrowing my eyes, I wanted to refuse the next bite, but I conceded, surprised to find I was starving, and my concerns of whatever the oatmeal might be laced with became a distant curiosity. “Will you at least tell me how long I’ve been here?”
 
   “Why does it matter?”
 
   “Why would it hurt to?” I said with a little too much impatience.
 
   Carl’s lips pursed. “Watch yourself, woman.”
 
   Though I knew withholding my frustration was the smarter route, it seemed attitude was all I had left in my defense. “Whatever you’re going to do, just do it already!” I turned my face away from him.
 
   “It’s been two days,” he finally said and exhaled like he’d spoken against his better judgement. “And trust me, you’ll need your strength. You need to eat.” He brought the spoon up to my mouth again.
 
   “Trust you?” I said without thought.
 
   “Enough!” Carl shouted and stood up. “If you don’t eat this, I’ll make you regret it,” he promised. My impromptu defiance cracking, I took another bite of oatmeal. Truth be told, it was like I could feel it making me stronger with each bite.
 
   “And drink all of this,” he said. “You’ll need the sugar.”
 
   My panic returned. “Why?”
 
   Carl’s deep, brown eyes fixed on mine, but he said nothing as he held the glass of orange juice to my lips. I was incredibly thirsty, but taking a drink somehow felt like I was sealing my fate. I turned my face away again.
 
   “Fine then,” he growled and slammed the glass down on the side table. Orange juice splashed all over the place. He yanked the pillow out from under my neck, and my head fell back.
 
   “Ouch!” I cried.
 
   “I’m not the one who will feel like shit after.” In an instant, he reached up to my wrists, pausing when he laced his fingers in the rope around my right hand. “Don’t even think about trying to get away. I promise you, you’ll regret that too.”
 
   Carl had downed enough booze, I wasn’t convinced he had the wherewithal or reflexes to best me. When he untied my right wrist and reached over for the left, I pulled it from his grasp, prepared to punch him in the nose and then in the groin, but a knife was under my throat as my hand slipped from his. I froze.
 
   “What the fuck did I just say?” His voice held the echo of a beaten and bloodied soul that was so desperate, so impatient it fought to stay in control as a knife I hadn’t even seen on him pinched the sensitive skin of my neck.
 
   Holding my breath, I closed my eyes, trying to hold back my tears of frustration.
 
   “Try that again and there’ll be blood,” he warned.
 
   I nodded slowly. This time, I believed him. His reflexes were better than I’d thought. Though he was clearly intoxicated, he was weathered and well trained in this, that much was obvious. My skin crawled and a thick blanket of sweat coated me as, once again, I considered how many others he’d done this to. How many others have lain in this bed? Where are they now? But I was afraid that I already knew the answer.
 
   “You try to kick me,” Carl said as he untied my ankle, “I’ll cut your leg off. We don’t need your leg. You got it?” After a few yanks and some manhandling, my ankles were tied together, just like my wrists.
 
   “All of this attitude, you struggling—you’re making all of this more difficult on yourself,” he said, double-checking the ropes. “You can’t change your fate,” he said. “None of us can.” His tone was dull, hollow, and I wasn’t sure if he was saying these things for my benefit or his own.
 
   Carl lifted me out of the bed, and as he carried me by the window, I caught a glimpse of what looked like a church steeple from the gap in the boards, but Carl moved too quickly for me to see anything else as he carried me over to the wheelchair in the corner of the room. His body was well honed, like most of ours were now that we were survivors. I briefly wondered what exactly Carl was capable of. His arms were secure around me, his grip painfully tight.
 
   “Are you going to throw yourself out of the chair and flop around when I wheel you down the hall? Or can I skip tying you to the damn thing?” Carl was panting a bit, out of breath, though I figured it was more from the booze than it was from being out of shape.
 
   I narrowed my eyes at him, not gratifying him with a response.
 
   The corner of his mouth quirked into an ever-so-slight smile, and he set me in the seat. He pulled the chair out, away from the wall, and pushed me to the bedroom door. I couldn’t tell if my heart had stopped or sped up. It was like I couldn’t breathe as the possibilities of what awaited me outside the relative sanctuary of this room became too horrifying and far too imminent.
 
   Carl opened the door and cool, bleach-scented air caressed my face. It burned the inside of my nose. “Please tell me what you’re going to do, Carl. I’ll beg if you want me to. Please.”
 
   Though I could tell he was trying to ignore me for a few heartbeats, he seemed to change his mind. “We’re just drawing blood.”
 
   I craned my neck around, eyeing him as he grabbed the handles of the wheelchair. “You want my blood?” That didn’t seem so bad—but then again, it probably wasn’t for reasons that were very good, or I wouldn’t have been kidnapped and tied up.
 
   Carl pushed me out into the hallway, the shotgun against the wall I’d seen before now out of sight, as was the chair. It was still daytime, and light filtered into the hallway. There was a closed door beyond mine to the right, only a bathroom separating them, and everything else appeared to be to the left, the direction we were headed.
 
   Carl rolled me down the hardwood hallway and out onto the second-story landing. We passed through a den with vaulted ceilings, and my eyes scoured the family photos in different-sized frames, most of them cracked and the glass broken; they were barely hanging on, like they’d borne the brunt of someone’s anger. The wood floor was covered in dust, save for a fresh pathway of footsteps and what looked like wheelchair tracks leading into the room at the end of the hall.
 
   I whimpered, and my eyes burned. Something told me Carl wasn’t simply taking me to get my blood drawn. What’s in the room at the end of the hall? He wheeled me past an open door, to what appeared to be a personal office. Sunlight shone in through the blinds too brightly to see beyond and illuminating the books and stacked papers littering a desk and the floor around it. Dishes were strewn all over, like someone—probably Randall—spent a lot of time in there, locked away…mad. Unbidden, I thought about the Colony and the horrible things they did to people there.
 
   “Carl,” I rasped. “I’m scared.”
 
   I wasn’t sure why I told him that, perhaps hoping he’d take pity on me and turn me around, but he didn’t say anything. There was the sound of footsteps ahead and then Randall was standing in the doorway of the room at the end of the hall. He was wearing a white medical coat, but he looked menacing and severe, nothing like Harper when he was dressed in his doctor attire. I wasn’t sure if I should be petrified or reassured that Randall at least looked like he knew what he was doing.
 
   His eyes narrowed on Carl. Like before, it was as if he didn’t even see me. “Hurry up, Sandy’s prepped. We’re wasting fuel.”
 
   “Carl,” I whispered again, my body shaking. He was the closest thing I had to an ally in all of this. But Carl remained silent and picked up the pace as he wheeled me through the bedroom door.
 
   In front of me, Randall searched through a dresser drawer for something. The scent of bleach was strongest in the room—sterile to the point of burning my eyes and the back of my throat instead of just my nose. Breathing through my mouth, I took in the room around me; it was big—the master bedroom, I assumed—and there was a large picture window, undraped and letting in the afternoon sunlight.
 
   Hope and desperation swelled as I peered through the window, outside to the freedom that was just beyond my reach. I could see the side of a blue house, part of a broken window, and a roof obscured by a tall maple tree. I tucked that information away for later, in case it came in handy.
 
   Then my gaze fixed on her—Sandy—and I paled. A woman with a few thin wisps of graying hair hanging from her head was propped up in a hospital bed. There were IVs in her arms and breathing tubes in her nose. I barely recognized her as the woman from the picture I’d seen with the child and Randall. Her green eyes were dulled, almost deadened as she stared at the wall behind me. She didn’t blink, didn’t move, though her chest rose and fell rapidly, as if she’d just run a mile. I knew that wasn’t possible. She was too frail to even walk, her skin too sallow. Her features were strange, fallen and twisted on one side. She was barely human. Barely alive.
 
   Tears pricked my eyes as I thought about what they’d done to her—and what they were going to do to me.
 
   When Carl stopped the wheelchair at her bedside, my eyes latched onto an open, well-worn and bound notebook with a scribbling of notes and lines connected to a list. My nostrils flared and I shuddered as I scanned what seemed to be a list of one Ability after another. Electricity, revival, healer—there were at least a dozen of them. I was trying to understand, to fathom what I’d been brought into, when my eyes clung to the last Ability on the list: mind reader/finder. I wrung my hands in my lap, faintly aware of the fiery wound still fresh on my arm. “There are so many,” I said under my breath, unable to look away from the piece of paper I assumed was responsible for my fate.
 
   Randall whirled around, glaring at me and then at Carl. “No duct tape? Jesus, you’re slipping. You know I don’t like to hear them talk.” Randall shook his head and reached for Sandy’s arm. He tossed the notebook onto the dresser, then checked the tubes that ran from her forearm into an empty IV bag… Ready for my blood.
 
   “I can’t help her,” I said. “You don’t even know my blood type—if we’re even compatible.”
 
   “You’re compatible,” Randall said with an alarming amount of certainty as he addressed me for the first time. He grabbed my arms, still bound together at my wrists, and stretched them out beside Sandy on the bed. When I saw a few dried-up drops of blood on the sheet beneath my arms, I instinctively shrank away. “No—”
 
   A clammy, powerful palm collided with the side of my face, making my neck crack, my jaw sing, and my head spin so much I almost forgot to breathe.
 
   “Move again, I dare you,” Randall snarled. “Actually,” he started, then hit me again, this time higher, his knuckle meeting my temple. And for a moment, I could only see blackness. “That one’s just in case you forget.”
 
   My face was branded with pain, my vision veiled with tears as Randall yanked my arms toward him again. I felt the wound in my arm tear open beneath its bandage and I winced. Randall picked up three additional IV bags and laid them out on the bed beside Sandy, who sat there oblivious as he checked the hoses. He attached the first one, and then the others.
 
   My head was shaking, I couldn’t stop it. “Four pints?” I breathed. I knew that was extremely dangerous, borderline deadly. I pulled my arms back into my lap, no longer worried what he might do since I’d likely die anyway.
 
   “This will shut the stupid bitch up,” Carl said behind me right before rough terrycloth scraped against my mouth and nose, and a sweet smell carried me into blackness.
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   DANI
 
   DECEMBER 14, 1AE
 
   The Farm, California
 
    
 
   “Am I doing this right?” Carlos lowered his pruning shears and backed away from his chosen apple tree, surveying his work. He’d been snipping branches off the dormant tree for the past half hour.
 
   I paused with my own shears primed on a branch of my very own apple tree and studied his. “Hmmm…” I gave the shears a squeeze and—snip—the end of the young branch fell about seven feet to the ground. Carefully, I descended the stepladder I’d been using to reach the higher branches and picked my way through the overgrown ground cover to stand at Carlos’s side. My rubber boots squelched in the mud created by the previous night’s brief but abundant rain shower.
 
   Carlos crossed his arms over his chest and cocked his head to the side. “It just looks so…”
 
   “Clean?” I offered.
 
   With a soft snort, Carlos shot me a sideways glance. “I was gonna say ‘pathetic,’ but sure, ‘clean’ works.”
 
   I shrugged. “It looks like the picture in the book, and it does only have five main branches, and I think you could describe it as goblet-shaped.” My voice slowly rose in pitch, highlighting my absolute lack of certainty.
 
   Carlos snorted. “Maybe if we lived in that painting with the melting clocks by that guy with the crazy mustache.”
 
   I laughed; I couldn’t help it. I’d been fretting all morning, trying to keep busy around the farm to stave off feeling utterly useless while so many people I loved were in danger, and now that it was well into the afternoon, my nerves were frayed beyond belief. Chris and Grayson should’ve been back by now.
 
   The laughter died too quickly, and I reached out and gave Carlos’s arm a squeeze. “Thanks.” I smiled briefly. “I needed that.” I narrowed my eyes. “So where’d you learn about Dalí, anyway?”
 
   “Oh, you know…around,” Carlos hedged. He moved on to the next tree in our small but abundant orchard—another apple tree, though there were also pears, plums, peaches, apricots, figs, an avocado tree, and a bevy of various citrus, all planted years before we’d arrived. Mase and Camille had returned to the farm the day after Zoe and the others left, and they were slowly working their way through the smaller citrus trees on the other side of the orchard.
 
   I returned to my tree, scooting my stepladder over a couple feet. I was almost done, but my dependency on the damn ladder really slowed me down. “Around, eh?” Snip.
 
   Carlos stood with his back to me, apparently still assessing his new target. “I don’t know. Maybe it was in one of those art books Zoe and Sam are always looking at together.” I thought I caught just the faintest hint of envy in his voice.
 
   “You know,” I said, doing my best to sound nonchalant. “Zo loves talking about all of that art stuff with people—Sam, Becca…” I choked on a swell of panic mixed with terror. Zo… Clearing my throat, I continued, “I’m sure she’d jump at the chance to do art lessons with you, too.” My voice was noticeably shaky, but I chose to ignore it, just like I chose to ignore the glassy feeling of tears welling in my eyes and the tightness in my chest. And, thankfully, so did Carlos.
 
   “I don’t know,” he said, snipping his first crooked branch off the tree. Snip. Snip snip. “I guess.” So vague; he could be such a teenager sometimes.
 
   I bit my lip, grasping my amusement at his stereotypical reaction with all of my might. I laughed under my breath, when what I really wanted to do was fall to my knees and pound on the soggy earth and scream out my rage at how unfair the world had become. Swallowing roughly, I reached for another off-shooting branch. Snip.
 
   For minutes, the only sounds were those of our shears clipping branches and the faint hum coming from the beehives nearby, along with their roaming brethren. It felt somehow empty outside, now that so many of us were absent. It was too quiet, unsettlingly so.
 
   But if there was one good thing about the lack of hustle and bustle around the farm, it was that sound carried remarkably well.
 
   Clip. Clop clip. Clop clip.
 
   I stood taller on the step stool, peering out at the road beyond the pond. There were trees blocking my view, but I had other senses.
 
   “Hey!” Carlos’s head snapped to the right, his eyes searching the trees. “I think I heard—”
 
   I nodded. “It’s them. They’re back.” I scouted out their minds, finding not only Chris, Grayson, and their horses, Cookie and Bernard, but four others, one equine and three human. I lowered my shears and slowly backed down the stepladder, setting the tool on the top rung. “They’re not alone.”
 
   Carlos glanced at me, frowning. “I don’t hear an engine, either. No car.”
 
   I shook my head, my right hand finding the pistol resting snugly in my thigh holster, just making sure it was still there. Touching it made me feel more secure, a new development after Zoe and Tom uncovered my memory about Jason’s abduction.
 
   I pulled my hand away from the weapon. I recognized the minds. It had taken me a moment, because it had been so long, and two of them had changed so much, but I had zero doubt. I grinned despite all of my anxiety and fear at what would happen next—tomorrow, or next week, or next month…
 
   “It’s Biggs,” I said, laughing and tearing up at the same time. “It’s Biggs and the twins!”
 
    
 
   ~~~~~
 
    
 
   “They said no,” Chris said, handing me a small, warm bundle of gurgling baby wrapped in pink. She slid down from Cookie’s saddle, but I couldn’t look away from Ellie’s face.
 
   The nearly seven-month-old baby had sticky-outy ears accentuated by a green and purple headband and the most perfect face in the world. She smiled at me, not just with her adorable little mouth, but with her endless blue eyes.
 
   For the briefest moment—the mere blink of an eye—everything made sense. My place in this new, terrifying world. The new, terrifying world itself. Zoe’s situation and the crash. Jason’s abduction. Everything Dr. Wesley had done…and the General. Cam’s death, and Grams’s and Callie’s…my mom’s…my father abandoning me before I’d even been born. For the first time in a long time, I understood. It all made sense, and I felt at peace, completely and utterly.
 
   “Dani!”
 
   Blinking, I looked up at Carlos. He was standing in front of me, both hands on my shoulders, squeezing almost painfully. “Owwww…” I wiggled out of his hold, Ellie squirming in my arms. “Carlos!”
 
   He held up his hands defensively. “Sorry, but you were in, like, a trance or something.”
 
   “She got baby-whammied, that’s all,” Chris said as she dug through her saddlebag. “Ellie there got me good, too.” She paused in her search and stared up at the cloudy sky, then whistled. “Thought I was seeing the light.” She resumed her search. “Can’t remember a bit of it now, though, and no matter how hard I looked into her eyes, she wouldn’t do it again.” Chris shook her head.
 
   “Sorry about that,” Biggs said. He strode toward Carlos and me, a second bundle of joy asleep against his chest in a cloth carrier. “She just started doing it a couple weeks ago, and she and Everett are the only babies in New Bodega, so nobody knows what to expect where Abilities are concerned.”
 
   I offered him a smile. “It’s fine, really. I can’t actually remember what happened, just that I felt, I don’t know…at peace, I suppose.” I stared down at the innocent-looking baby nestled in my arms—which were growing tired. I adjusted her higher up. “You sure are getting big, Ellie-girl.” Of course, part of the problem was that I wasn’t nearly as strong as I’d been even a month earlier.
 
   Biggs rubbed my arm, and I looked up, meeting his eyes. “How are you doing?” His lips spread into one of those closed-mouthed, gee-this-sucks-but-you-can-do-it smiles. And where such an expression on most people would make me want to punch them, on Biggs, it actually comforted me. Of course, that could’ve just been Biggs being, well, Biggs.
 
   “Okay, I guess.” I glanced down at Ellie, then back up at Biggs. “Did they tell you about—that I’m…” I struggled to form the words with Ellie in my arms.
 
   “Yep,” Biggs said, nodding slowly. “I think, well…just know that the twins are the best thing that’s ever happened to me.” He grinned broadly, his eyes glassy. “They’re my everything.” His conviction was both wonderful and terrifying.
 
   I cleared my throat, searching for a new topic. Any other topic besides children. “So,” I said, “what are you guys doing here?”
 
   Biggs smiled again, this time with less conviction. “I’m here to help.” He nodded toward Harper, who was walking to the stable with Chris and Cookie. “Looks like I’ll be riding up to Sacramento with Harper.”
 
   I eyed him skeptically. “What about Chris?”
 
   He looked off at the hillside, and I had the impression that he was avoiding looking at me. “She wants to stay here, and I’ve been getting restless. And my conscience won’t let me do nothing.” Everett wiggled gently in his cloth prison, and Biggs started rocking from foot to foot. He smiled at me, hopeful this time. “Besides, I could use a little excitement.”
 
   All I could do was shake my head. Because deep down, I could totally relate.
 
    
 
   ~~~~~
 
    
 
   I snorted myself awake, and my head shot upright. I blinked as I looked around the farmhouse’s living room from my preferred spot curled up on the sofa. Annie was lying on the floor with Jack, Cooper, and Sam, a board game—Sorry, it appeared—set up between the little girl and pre-teen boy. Sam was handling the news about Tavis really well, but I could only assume that was because Chris was keeping close tabs—and an even closer hold—on his mental and emotional states. It was difficult for any of us to deal with the loss of someone we loved, but it had to be so much harder for a kid who had only a few of his friends around for comfort.
 
   Chris couldn’t exactly feel others’ emotions like Zoe or Tom could, but she could sense the chemicals in a human brain and had become very well accustomed to what was normal and what was abnormal brain activity, not to mention a virtual expert at regulating those chemicals to mimic “normal” brain function. In my opinion, it was Grayson who’d described Chris’s Ability best, comparing her to a clockmaker, someone who’s knack is keeping an eye on a myriad of tiny working parts and making small tweaks here and there when necessary to keep the whole thing working properly.
 
   “Good nap?” Chris asked from her perch beside me on the couch. Her ever-present spiral notebook was resting on her knees, a pen balanced precariously behind her ear. I figured that by now she must’ve built up a stash of at least a dozen notebooks, all filled with her theories, hypotheses, and “experiments.” Though, to her credit, the experiments had taken on a much more methodical nature once Gabe joined our group and became her partner in scientific crime.
 
   Narrowing my eyes, it crossed my mind that Chris and Gabe’s close working relationship—if you could even call anything a “working relationship” these days—might be part of what was causing such friction between Gabe and Harper. I dismissed the notion without a second thought. Just because I was prone to jealous fits didn’t mean everyone else was.
 
   “Dani?”
 
   “Hmm?” I focused on Chris, who was studying me with a perplexed look on her face. “Yeah?”
 
   “Your nap…you were asleep,” she said, though it had the mild lilt of a question. It took me a groggy moment to figure out that she was wondering if I’d been drifting.
 
   I blushed, despite having done nothing wrong. Drifting in the midst of the others had quickly become a faux pas, unless it was an emergency. Understandably, it rubbed my human companions the wrong way if I chose to mentally leave their company in favor of time with my animal friends.
 
   “You were drifting?” Chris’s voice took on a disapproving tone.
 
   I shook my head. “No, no, I wasn’t. Promise.” Arching my back, I stretched my arms over my head and groaned. My spine cracked and popped in several places, and I sighed as I flopped back against the sofa cushions. “I conked out, that’s all.” I curled my knees up and rested my left hand on my belly. My brow furrowed.
 
   “Don’t worry.” Chris leaned closer and gave my knee a squeeze. “I didn’t start showing until my second trimester, and I had two boys growing in there.” Hurt, loss, regret, longing—so many emotions flitted through Chris’s eyes, there one second, gone the next. She smiled. “You’re doing just fine.” She glanced at the kids and dogs playing on the floor, then at Carlos and Grayson, who were sitting side by side at the kitchen table for one of Carlos’s nightly interdisciplinary lessons, the twins only a few feet away, fast asleep in their carriers.
 
   We watched the older and younger man discuss the allegory of the cave for several minutes, the splash and clink of Mase and Camille washing the dishes in the kitchen soothing background noise. Carlos and Grayson’s discussion of Plato heated, verging on an argument. Chris and I exchanged a fond smile.
 
   “Did you dream?” she finally asked.
 
   I nodded.
 
   “Gabe?”
 
   I nodded again, wrapping my arms around my knees and hugging my legs to my chest.
 
   She shot another glance at Sam and Annie. “Anything new?”
 
   I shook my head. “Just more of the same.” Meaning a couple more super brief glimpses of Zoe’s sleeping mind, but none that lasted long enough to pinpoint her location. Sure, they were searching Sacramento for her, but the search was akin to the proverbial needle in a haystack. “I told him Harper and Biggs are on their way.” They wouldn’t make it to the outskirts of Sacramento until the following night at the earliest, even with the change of horses they’d taken with them, including Wings. Sending her had been less about her physical prowess—she was average in terms of speed and strength—and more about my strong connection with her. A side effect of all of the time I’d spent drifting with her, I could find her mind anywhere with barely any effort, just like Jack’s. Which meant I’d be able to find Harper’s and Biggs’s minds almost as easily. It was the next-best thing to actually being able to go with them.
 
   “And Sanchez?”
 
   Again, I shook my head. “Her Ability’s still acting wonky.” I hesitated, biting my lip, then said, “I could keep trying to find their minds. Then we wouldn’t have to rely on Gabe…plus it would give me a better idea of where to focus the nonhuman search for Zo.”
 
   It was Chris’s turn to shake her head. “I don’t want you to wear yourself out any more tonight.” She flashed me a lopsided, lighthearted grin. “Why do you think you passed out like that in the first place? Besides, it’s enough trying to stay connected with Wings so far away. Searching for their minds is too much when you don’t have Jason here to boost you.”
 
   I shrugged sheepishly, the mention of Jason’s absence not nearly as painful as it had been a week ago. The power of hope…
 
   She patted my knee and stood. “Come on.” She nodded toward the mudroom, just through a door in the kitchen. “Let’s check on Vanessa.”
 
   I eyed Sam meaningfully. “You sure?”
 
   She smiled, but it was coated in sadness. “He’ll be okay.” Her smile turned mischievous. “With the right motivation, I’m better than the best kinds of drugs.”
 
   Rolling my eyes, I shook my head and stood. “Don’t I know it.” Though I hadn’t let her fiddle with my brain chemistry much lately, I’d experienced her brand of pharmaceuticals plenty of times before. Lucky for me, my current emotional crisis was being managed quite well by our nightly talk-it-out therapy sessions, and my healthier state of mind was already reflecting itself in a healthier me.
 
   When we were outside and able to speak more freely, minus the presence of young, perceptive ears, I crossed my arms over my chest and shivered within the shelter of my down coat. “What if they don’t come back? What if none of them come back?”
 
   Chris wrapped her arm around my waist and pulled me close against her side. We bobbed slightly out of synch as we walked through the grass to the driveway and stable. “Then we go on—you, me, Sam and Annie, Daniel, Carlos, and Mase and Camille.” She squeezed me closer. “We’re a family, whatever happens.”
 
   “But—”
 
   “It’s no use worrying about something that hasn’t happened yet,” she said, cutting me off. “It’s wasted energy, and it probably upsets the baby. Besides, I’ll believe the others are gone for good when I see their bodies myself, not a second sooner. I think this whole Jason situation has taught us all that much, at least.” She gave my shoulders a jiggle. “They’re coming back, Dani. Until we learn otherwise, that’s what we’ll know, okay?”
 
   I nodded, not trusting my voice to be steady if I spoke.
 
   Chris released me to slide the stable door open, shooing me away when I tried to help. “You might have your appetite back,” she said, reaching through the doorway to retrieve one of the oil lanterns hanging on a hook beside the doorframe, “but you’re still weak. Try not to overdo it, okay?” She lit the lantern quickly, and we stepped into the stable, making our way down the aisle toward Vanessa’s end stall.
 
   “I hardly think opening the stable door is overdoing it,” I said dramatically.
 
   Chris snorted.
 
   “No, Rosie!” Vanessa’s voice was high-pitched and panicked. “I don’t want to! I won’t!” There was a moment’s pause, no doubt while Vanessa’s hallucination of a dead teenage girl took her turn in an argument only Vanessa could hear, and Chris and I exchanged a look. “I mean, I don’t know…I guess when you put it like that, it seems like the right thing to do.” There was another pause. “I know, I just don’t want Annie to get hurt, too.”
 
   “Looks like it’s a not-so-good day for the kid,” Chris said to me under her breath.
 
   I hesitated, lagging behind a few steps, and folded my arms over my abdomen. “Maybe I should go. The last two nights went fine, but maybe it was just a fluke, and…” I hunched my shoulders as Chris turned around, holding the lantern up to better see my face.
 
   “Are you kidding me?” The lantern light bathed Chris’s features in a warm glow. “This is perfect! I was hoping she’d be in one of her moods. I’ve got a theory to test, and it involves you and her”—she nodded behind her toward Vanessa’s stall—“and squirt in there,” she finished by pointing at my shielded midsection.
 
   “You do?” I asked, full of skepticism.
 
   Chris nodded and continued on down the stable aisle. She seemed to have no doubt that I would follow. Which I did. “I’ve got all kinds of theories about that kiddo, especially now that the twins are here and we’ve seen some of what they’re capable of…and they’re barely six months old! Imagine what they’ll be able to do in a year—or ten years!” Her voice was filled with wonder, whereas my face was no doubt filled with worry. There were so many unknowns, both for the twins and for the child growing inside me.
 
   Chris stopped in front of the door to Vanessa’s stall, and the one-sided argument within halted mid-sentence. “How are you doing tonight, Vanessa?” Chris’s voice was soft but authoritative. It was the perfect mother voice. I frowned, doubting I’d ever be able to master the mom voice even half as well as her.
 
   I joined Chris just outside the stall door and stared through the bars, searching the moonlight and shadows for our resident Crazy. I found her perched on the edge of her cot, her eyes glassy pools in the relative darkness.
 
   “I—I’m fine,” she said with an unusual amount of hesitation. She was often so vociferous and free with her opinions and insults, especially when I was around. Except for the past two nights; she’d been subdued, almost calm, and, to Chris’s and my surprise, almost sane. Vanessa spoke again, her voice quieter. “I’m glad you came back…both of you.”
 
   “Vanessa,” Chris said, drawing the teenager’s name out, “The past couple nights you’ve seemed different. Does something change with them when Dani’s out here?” She held up the lantern, allowing the dim light to shine into the stall.
 
   Vanessa nodded slowly, almost like she was afraid. “I—I don’t know why.”
 
   “What happens?”
 
   “They—they get quiet.” She looked up at us, the lantern light glinting off her dark irises. “They go away.”
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   ANNA
 
   DECEMBER 15, 1AE
 
   The Colony, Colorado
 
    
 
   “Nice place,” Jason said, the words empty. He surveyed the dim entryway, clearly disinterested, then skewered Anna with a bold stare. “You’re sure it’s safe? Nobody’ll look for you here?”
 
   Anna nodded absently, choosing to focus on the small metal medicine case she’d set on the entryway table rather than on her intense son. She opened the case and removed the syringe within, sparing only the briefest glance for the tasteful, yet empty-feeling space. “This was Danielle’s home while she was here,” she said without thinking and removed the vial of neutralizer specially attuned to Jason.
 
   “It wasn’t her home,” Jason said quietly.
 
   Anna looked at him. “What are you talking about? Of course it was her—”
 
   “She might’ve lived here,” he said, “but it was never her home.”
 
   Anna rolled her eyes. “Semantics, Jason. I hardly think it matters whether—”
 
   “It matters,” he said, his voice quieting as his tone hardened.
 
   For a moment, Anna studied Jason’s face. She didn’t know how to talk to this man, her son. She didn’t know how to be in his presence, how to show him how much he still meant to her. She felt, just for that moment, that she didn’t know a single thing, that she was unwinding, becoming an untethered mass of cells and energy…becoming meaningless.
 
   Anna cleared her throat and continued preparing the injection. “So how long have you two been seeing each other?”
 
   “We’re married.”
 
   Anna stilled, closed her eyes, and drew in a deep breath. Here was yet another significant milestone in her children’s lives that she’d missed. Opening her eyes, she filled the syringe with neutralizer and turned to face Jason. “I see. Well…congratulations. She’s a remarkable young woman, and I hope you’ll tell her how much I—”
 
   “For fuck’s sake, you can tell her yourself when we get out of here.”
 
   Anna didn’t reprimand Jason for his harsh language, though she felt the instinctive urge to do so. Rather, she arched an eyebrow and gave him a pointed look.
 
   Jason lowered his eyes to the floor, but only for a second. With a determined stare, he held out his arm toward her. “Let’s get this over with, then.”
 
   Anna set down the syringe and exchanged it for an alcohol swab. Taking hold of his elbow, she jerked Jason closer to her and raised the swab, bypassing his proffered arm and going, quite literally, straight for the jugular. She swiped the alcohol swab over the side of his neck. “Sometimes the neutralizer fails if it’s allowed to circulate throughout the entire body before it reaches the brain; it becomes too diluted to be effective.”
 
   Jason nodded once, quickly and decisively.
 
   Anna discarded the alcohol swab and, reclaiming the syringe, met his eyes. “This will likely hurt far more than you expect. Free will is often seen as intangible—an idea—but it’s not. It’s a real, visceral thing. It’s the physical manifestation of consciousness, the presence or absence of choice. For some time now, you’ve been without choice, a prisoner in your own body, and you’ve grown accustomed to your chains. Breaking them always hurts.”
 
   Jason stared at the syringe. “It sounds like you’re speaking from experience.”
 
   Anna stared past him, at the staircase leading to the house’s second floor. “There have been moments in my life when giving up my free will was less painful than holding on to it.” She could feel Jason’s gaze boring into her.
 
   “If given the chance,” Jason said, “I will kill him.”
 
   With a protracted blink, Anna lowered her chin in assent, her syringe hand drooping. She wouldn’t stop him.
 
   Jason moved closer to Anna and rested a hand on her shoulder. “Mom…” His voice was softer than before, almost gentle. “You must’ve had a thousand chances to get rid of him over the years.”
 
   Anna raised her eyes, meeting his.
 
   “Why didn’t you?”
 
   “I—I—” Inexplicably, tears welled in Anna’s eyes. “I wanted to…so many times, but…” She wanted to look away from Jason’s intense stare, from the unexpected compassion mixed with the anger and hurt filling jewel-blue eyes that were nearly a reflection of her own. “I—” She sucked in a shaky breath. “I just—I couldn’t,” she said, feeling pathetic.
 
   “Why not?”
 
   She said the first thing that came to mind. “I’m not a killer.”
 
   Jason scoffed quietly. “Actually, you’re the single most prolific killer who’s ever lived. That answer’s a cop-out. Tell me why. I need to know if I can trust you.” After a brief hesitation, he added, “Do you love him? Is that it?”
 
   Anna’s chin trembled, and tears spilled over the brim of her eyelids, but she didn’t break eye contact with Jason as she shook her head. “You, Jason. You, Zoe, and Peter.” Lips trembling, she managed a weak smile. “I think a mother’s love might be the greatest, most terrible power on earth. There’s nothing—nothing—I wouldn’t have done to keep you safe.”
 
   Jason shook his head minutely, his brow furrowed. “But that doesn’t make sense. There must’ve been a way, a time when you could’ve gotten rid of him.”
 
   Anna raised her hand and pressed it against the scarred side of Jason’s face. “At first, I feared what the Monitors would do to you if something happened to Gregory.” She smiled bitterly. “He swore they had special orders to punish you and Zoe if he ‘met an untimely end’—his words. He didn’t like using his Ability on me; he wanted me to be with him by choice, but he didn’t understand that I had no choice. I couldn’t let anything happen to you kids. And then Peter came along, and the cancer…” She shuddered, reliving the tortuous past. “Gregory had the best connections, and staying with him gave Peter a real chance.”
 
   “But it didn’t matter,” Jason said, not unkindly.
 
   “Leukemia’s tricky. For years, he fought…but even the best medical care couldn’t keep him alive.” Anna felt her stare harden. “But I could bring him back—I did bring him back.”
 
   Jason sighed. “Made possible by this place…by Herodson.”
 
   Anna raised her chin, feeling an odd sense of defiance. “He’s a strong leader.”
 
   “Are you kidding me?” Jason took hold of her shoulders and shook her so hard that her teeth clicked together. “He’s a fucking dictator…a megalomaniac with god delusions. He steals people, Mom. He forced you to commit the single greatest act of genocide known to mankind. He even puts Hitler, fucking Hitler, to shame.” He shook her again, even harder. “Don’t you see? Even if it means wiping this place off the face of the earth, all the lives lost would be worth it if it rid the world of Herodson, too.”
 
   A wave of shame so powerful that it nauseated her washed over Anna, and she pressed her hands over her stomach. She knew all of this, knew it with every fiber of her being. She’d been telling herself all of these things for years. But somehow, hearing them in her son’s voice finally made them sink in.
 
   “Oh God,” Anna whispered. Her knees felt weak, her head dizzy. “What have I done?” Had Jason not been standing there, already practically holding her up with his relentless grip on her arms, she would’ve collapsed onto the hardwood floor.
 
   Clap. Clap. Clap. “Good show!”
 
   Anna and Jason looked up the hall.
 
   Cole continued his slow, taunting clap from the kitchen. “Oscar-worthy performances, both of you.”
 
   Anna and Jason exchanged a wary glance. How had he gotten in without them hearing? How much had he overheard? Did he know about the neutralizer? Anna blanched, concealing the syringe behind her back.
 
   “Jason, Jason, Jason…you’re not as sneaky as you think.” Cole started down the hallway, Larissa and a youthful yellow-banded soldier flanking him. Anna thought she recognized the soldier, but she couldn’t quite place him. “Our obedient hostess spotted you stealing away, Jason.” Cole frowned, then squinted his eyes in mock concern. “Did I forget to tell you I ordered the Newmans to take turns keeping watch…just in case?”
 
   Jason stepped in front of Anna as Cole drew near.
 
   “How neglectful of me.” Cole planted himself in front of Jason, staring at the younger man’s face with reproach. “Have I waited too long to recharge your secondary commands? Is that how you slipped away from the house?”
 
   “Yes,” Jason said, his jaw clenching. Anna had the impression that he was speaking against his will.
 
   “Hmmm…I thought as much.” Cole reached out and grabbed Jason’s wrist. “Might as well remedy that now.” His eyes flicked beyond Jason to Anna and back. “What a convenient coincidence—you being her son.” Again, he looked at Anna. “So is that where you and Sergeant Miller disappeared to all those years ago? Bodega Bay?” The corners of his mouth turned down, just a little. “I’d always wondered. Mandy—Amanda Samuelson, you remember her, I’m sure—she idolized you for a while. Claimed you ‘got out,’ that you were brave enough to take back your freedom.”
 
   Anna sneered. “What you did to that poor girl was disgusting.”
 
   Cole barked a laugh. “I gave her true freedom. She was nothing, a sniveling worm, and I opened up the world to her, turned her into a goddess.”
 
   “You trapped her in hell,” Anna snapped, “and she had no choice but to become a monster.”
 
   Cole tilted his head back and forth, like he was seriously considering Anna’s words, weighing their merit. “She did grow a little full of herself at the end, if you know what I mean…” He squinted, studying first Anna, then Jason, then Anna again. “You know, I think I’ll have your own dear son kill you, Anna. It’ll be a poetic end, don’t you think? The very person you destroyed the world for, destroying you in turn? At least you’ll be able to look into your son’s eyes as you die.”
 
   Fury raged within Anna. How dare this bastard threaten her, threaten to do something so awful to her son. Anna wasn’t afraid of dying; she was afraid of what it would do to Jason if he were the one to kill her. She would do anything to keep that from happening. She’d take her own life first, if need be. Behind her back, she readjusted her grip on the syringe.
 
   “Mom,” Jason said through gritted teeth. “I can’t stop myself…can’t not do it…”
 
   Surprising even herself, Anna lunged at Cole. She raised the syringe and, shrieking, shoved the needle into his eye. She compressed the plunger, injecting the neutralizer into his brain before Jason managed to tear her away from Cole, protecting the man against his will.
 
   From her son’s restricting hold, Anna watch Cole fall to his knees, his hands hovering around the syringe sticking out of his eye and his mouth opened in an endless, ear-splitting scream. For seconds that felt like minutes, she watched him suffer, listened to him scream, feared it might not be enough.
 
   Until, in the blink of an eye, Cole’s cry cut off, and his entire body relaxed. He fell to the side, his head hitting the edge of the bottom stair with a dull thwack. Thankfully, he didn’t move again after that.
 
   Larissa was the first to speak. “Is he…”
 
   Jason knelt down beside Cole’s body and pressed his fingers to the man’s wrist. “He’s dead.”
 
   Anna took a long, steadying breath as she attempted to process what had just happened. What she’d just done. Was it even possible? 
 
   A small, relieved smile parted her lips. Cole was dead. He was dead, and Anna had killed him. And now she and Jason and Peter could run away from this hell. She would finally be free.
 
   “I…” The young soldier who’d been with Cole looked around the entryway, utterly lost. “I don’t know what I’m doing here.”
 
   Without warning, Jason stood and took two steps toward the yellow-band, then knocked him out with a single strike to the jaw.
 
   “Jason!” Anna shrieked.
 
   “Can’t have him running out and alerting anyone to what’s been going on,” he said, breathing harder than usual.
 
   A moment later, Larissa rushed toward Jason and fell to her knees awkwardly, only partially avoiding the unconscious man’s legs. “Forgive me!” She took hold of one of Jason’s hands, but he pulled it out of her grip. Not to be put off, the desperate woman flung herself at his leg. “I didn’t want to do any of it, I swear! I’m so sorry about what I did to your wife, but I did what I could to help her, I did.” She looked up at Jason, eyes red and cheeks damp. “Cole wanted to kill her, but I convinced him to let her live, to let me practice my Ability on her instead.”
 
   Jason looked down at her, apathetic. “Why should I care?”
 
   The woman sniffled. “Don’t leave me here, please. Let me come with you?”
 
   “Why?” The single word was harsh, but Jason’s face was open, curious. “You could go anywhere, be anything without anyone being the wiser. Why do you want to come with us?”
 
   “You’ve made a home,” the woman said without hesitation. “You and your people, I—” She averted her eyes. “I saw them in your memories. I saw your home…on a farm…the happiness.” She smiled wistfully. “It’s like heaven. I think your memories of that place are the only things that have kept me sane over the past few weeks.” After a several-second pause, the woman looked up at Jason and Anna. “I know you’re planning on leaving. I can help you.”
 
   “How?” Jason asked.
 
   “I can fly. A plane, I mean. I can fly us away from here.”
 
   Jason scoffed. “With what plane?”
 
   The woman shifted her haunted stare to Anna, who cleared her throat and met Jason’s doubtful glare. “We have several small jets and helicopters at the ready at all times, just in case our evacuation is in order. Especially since the uprising…”
 
   Jason eyed Anna for a long moment, then nodded. “Alright, Larissa. Let’s do this.” He looked at Anna. “Where’s Peter?”
 
   “He’s at home,” Anna said, her heart sinking. “Gregory won’t be leaving for the office for another hour or two. We’ll have to wait.”
 
   “We don’t have time to wait,” Jason snapped.
 
   “We won’t have to.” Collecting herself, Larissa stood and smoothed her hands down the front of her cargo pants. Slowly, she raised her eyes to look at Anna and smiled wickedly. “Let me take care of General Herodson, sugar. He won’t even know we’re there.”
 
   “No,” Jason said. “He’ll know we’re there. He’ll know I’m there.” He looked at his mom, his blue eyes grayed and flat in the darkness. “He’ll know who’s killing him.”
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   ZOE
 
   DECEMBER 15, 1AE
 
   Location Unknown
 
    
 
   I awoke slowly. My mouth was dry. My tongue felt swollen. I could barely move. When I tried, it was like I could feel every single sinewy tendon, every weak muscle that seemed to be screaming, but I wasn’t sure why. My mind was murky.
 
   Opening my eyes, I let my surroundings settle into focus, and I tried to dust off the cobwebs of deep sleep. But I was so tired…
 
   Shadows flickered above me, and I thought about the group campfires that had kept my friends and me safe and comfortable all those nights of traveling. All those nights…all those days of nonstop work and exhaustion, and none of it compared to this feeling.
 
   Briefly, I thought I’d fallen asleep beside a fire, on an unfortunate mound of gravel and debris. But I wasn’t warm; I was cold. I was in a bed and there was no sky above me, but a ceiling…and walls surrounded me. Walls I didn’t recognize. At first.
 
   It all started coming back to me—the strange house, the man who wanted my blood, the disfigured woman who was less than a shell of someone who had died a long time ago.
 
   I gasped and sat up. This time my wrists weren’t tied to the headboard, but still to each other, and I could feel a rope too tight and twisted around my ankles beneath the blanket that covered me. My head was pounding and heavy, and all I wanted to do was disappear and sleep.
 
   But a faraway thought told me that I needed to get away. I needed to run.
 
   Groggily, I focused on my bound wrists. I need to run—
 
   “Don’t even think about it,” a gruff voice murmured beside me. Slowly, I looked to my right to find Carl sitting against the wall beneath the boarded-up window. He seemed to be a constant fixture in the room; he was always there, always drinking. The dancing light of a candle flame made his face appear more drawn and sickly than I remembered. His face was still gleaming with sweat, but his eyes were more sunken in, more hollow.
 
   Knowing I didn’t have the strength to fight, to move—to think, really—I fell back against the mattress and instantly regretted it. “Shit,” I hissed, holding my forehead as I squeezed my eyes shut. The wound in my arm was a dull ache compared to the pounding in my head. “You drugged me.” My voice was scratchy from disuse.
 
   Lifting my bound hands once more, I touched the side of my face, where Randall’s palm had collided with my jaw. It was still tender. When I opened my eyes again, I saw the marks. Shadows of what I imagined were newly formed bruises covered the inside of my arms. I wanted to cry as I thought about how much blood they’d taken. “How long have I been…” I whispered, mostly to myself.
 
   Carl grunted. “I figured chloroform was better than what Randall had in store for you.” He leaned his head back and took a swig from a pint bottle; the liquor was amber-colored this time, like whiskey or rum. He was trying to forget something—who he was and what he’d done, I assumed—and chase his demons away. Good. I hoped that meant he’d get sloppy.
 
   But as much as I yearned and prayed to be free of this life-sucking place, I thought exhaustion might prove to be my greatest adversary. The thought of moving much at all made me feel sick to my stomach. I blinked a few times and then squeezed my eyes shut, willing the debilitating mist in my head, the heavy, invisible burden on my body, to expire. I needed to be stronger than this. I needed to think, to move. I needed to outsmart Carl, and I couldn’t do that if I was unconscious.
 
   “He doesn’t like it when they talk,” Carl said quietly and mostly to himself.
 
   They… Although my senses were dull and sluggish, a shiver still seemed to shimmy its way up my spine as I recalled the list.
 
   “You shouldn’t talk to him. It only eggs him on.”
 
   I glowered the best I could in my weakness. “I wasn’t egging him on,” I said, my voice raspy when all I wanted was to scream. “This is my life I’m fighting for…”
 
   I had the urge to close my eyes. Stay awake. Although I knew Carl wasn’t my friend, it was clear that Randall—a poor man’s General Herodson—was the one calling the shots.
 
   I wasn’t sure exactly what Randall had done to me, though I had a feeling that, given my weakness and the pain, he’d taken more blood than he should have. The bruising was already getting bad, and I thought it was probably better that I couldn’t recall anything else, that I couldn’t see. “I’m not sure if I should thank you, or—”
 
   “Ha!” Carl blurted. I watched him from the corner of my eye as he guzzled from the bottle, closing his eyes and taking one long pull and then another, like they were his salvation for every sin.
 
   My head fell to the right as I watched him. I tried not to feel sorry for the pathetic heap of shit he was.
 
   When Carl opened his eyes again, he stared down at the bottle and rotated it in his hands. It was close to empty.
 
   Unbidden, my mouth began to water and bile inched its way up my throat. Body fiery with pain, I leaned over the side of the bed. There was already a bucket there, the bottom covered in bile and what looked like oatmeal, and I heaved over it, my body trying to expel anything left inside. But nothing came out. I hung over the bucket for a moment, panting before I spat the remnants of what I could from my mouth and laid back against the pillow. Sweating. Panting. Exhausted.
 
   “Sorry,” Carl said, almost indifferent. “I’ve noticed chloroform does that sometimes.” All I could do was glare at him and wonder how sick I’d been earlier, once again grateful that I couldn’t remember any of it.
 
   “I need water,” I said, hoping the hydration would help with some of the discomfort and maybe even clear my head a little. Automatically, I tried to sit up, but my head was reeling, and I lost my breath. I brought my hands to my forehead, like even tied together they would somehow stop the swirling room. I gasped and whimpered.
 
   “Take it easy,” Carl said, and suddenly he was next to me. He helped lower me back down and pulled the extra pillow out from beneath the bed again, using it to prop me up.
 
   While the spinning slowed and eventually stopped, Carl still stood there, staring down at me. We were silent for a moment, me wondering what he was thinking in that drunken, cesspool mind of his, and him swaying a little where he stood. His eyes were expressive but he said nothing at all, and finally, like he suddenly remembered who I was and what was going on, he glanced to the side table and picked up a glass of orange juice. “Will you have some of this now?” His voice was gentle, almost, and I got the distinct impression that he was a little worried about me.
 
   I nodded, not taking my eyes off of him as I studied the lines of his face, his eyes. I wanted to see what was left of his troubled soul, but there was nothing behind his shadowed, beady eyes; they were emotionless again.
 
   Carl brought the glass to my lips, slowly, and I took a sip. The juice was room temperature, but it was still sweet and hydrating on my tongue. It was the best thing I’d ever tasted. I gulped it down until there was nothing left and my eyes fluttered shut. I heard Carl set the empty glass down and trudge back to his “spot” against the wall. When he sighed, I cracked my eyes open and watched him plop back down. Naturally, Carl picked up the bottle again and took a drink.
 
   With a wince, I turned onto my side to face him and exhaled the pain.
 
   “What?” he asked without looking at me. His attention was on the hardwood floor he was picking at with his broken, dirt-crusted fingernails.
 
   I let my eyes close for a moment, then struggled to open them. It was strange how loud the sound of my own heartbeat seemed to be in our silence. It was methodical, almost soothing in my ears.
 
   “Is—” I cleared my throat. It burned, raw from bile. “Is Randall your brother?”
 
   Carl instantly shook his head, like the question was an insult. “My sister’s husband.”
 
   “You don’t agree with what he’s doing to her, do you?” My heart broke a little bit for him as I began to understand.
 
   Carl brought the bottle to his mouth again. He gulped once, then again, like it was water he needed to keep living. “Don’t pretend you understand me,” he grumbled. “You’re fucking clueless.”
 
   “Maybe,” I whispered, feeling like I knew Carl better than he knew himself. “You look for new Abilities that might help her,” I said. Whatever Sandy was, she was an abomination. “Randall’s gone mad, hasn’t he?” I asked, but it wasn’t really a question. “After all this time he thinks he can still help her.”
 
   Carl snorted. “He thinks your Ability will help her remember who she is—was.”
 
   My eyes flitted closed again, but with what little energy I had left, I pried them back open. I needed to know more. “Carl,” I said quietly, “did you stay in here with all of them?” I wasn’t sure why it mattered.
 
   I was one of at least a dozen different mauled faces that flashed through his mind. I felt tears forming behind my eyes, despite my exhaustion. It was too hard to ignore what could be my same fate. “How many?” I whispered again. “More than were on the list?”
 
   Carl finally looked at me, and his jaw clenched in disgust at all that he’d done. “Too many more to count. Now stop talking.” He took a final, long pull from the bottle. When it was empty, he leaned his head back and let out a deep, despondent breath. Then another. With each breath, his breathing grew louder and slower.
 
    
 
   I saw myself unconscious in bed, saw bruises forming on my arms and noticed my sweatpants were soiled. My skin was ashen, my lips dry and cracked. The bandage on my arm was bloodied and needed to be changed. Carl was staring down at me. Horrified. Sympathetic. Traumatized. Then I roused from unconsciousness and threw up all over his leg.
 
    
 
   My brow furrowed as my eyes flitted open and I scoured his jeans. They were clean. Wearily, I gazed down at my T-shirt, realizing it was different from the one I’d had on before and that my sweatpants probably were too. He’d changed my clothes and taken care of me. He’d been mortified. I was mortified.
 
   Slowly—gently—I buried my face in the crook of my arm and tried to withhold a scream. Why—why is this happening?
 
   Then I realized something. In spite of my heavy, foggy brain, and the pain lacing my limbs, I could see inside Carl’s mind. My Ability was coming back.
 
   I lifted my arm slightly and glanced at Carl again. He was drifting to sleep. His mind was a nuclear dump putrefied by regrets, guilt, loss, and perpetual indecision between what he knew was right and what he wanted, which was to save his sister.
 
   Whether it was Carl’s drunken stupor or the fact that he was falling asleep, his nulling Ability was weakening more and more as the seconds passed, and though my Ability was weak as well, at least it was working.
 
   Lying there, helpless, I silently screamed. I silently cried. I silently called for help and pleaded that someone would find me. Would help me.
 
   I relived every moment I could remember since the car accident. I studied the people I’d seen, the bedrooms I’d passed and what few images still hung on the walls. I thought of the church, the blue house, and the maple tree. I projected every thought and feeling, every memory I could to anyone in the world that might be able to read minds in hopes that they would help me. I thought of Jake and Jason and my dad. I pictured Dani and Gabe, my mom and the Colony. I thought about everything I could that might be worth anything to someone trying to or willing to help me.
 
   The more I thought about how little I knew and how weak I was—the more I realized I was utterly alone—the more I began to crack, and the silent tears broke free.
 
   Carl stirred, and my Ability dimmed.
 
   Rolling over, away from my captor, I sobbed once more into someone else’s pillow and prayed that someone—anyone—would find me. I prayed that I would get out of this place before they drained me of all I had left. Before it was too late.
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   ANNA
 
   DECEMBER 15, 1AE
 
   The Colony, Colorado
 
    
 
   “You’re sure you know how to fly this thing?” Anna said, hands on either side of the doorway as she leaned in to speak with Larissa. Anna had always hated seeing inside a cockpit, witnessing with her own two eyes all of the buttons and switches and dials and meters—all of the things that could be mishandled and lead to a crash. There was just so much in there that she didn’t understand…that she couldn’t control.
 
   “I’m good.” Larissa glanced back at Anna and flashed a quick smile. Amusement fading, she studied Anna with scrutinizing eyes. Her eyebrows drew together, and then her eyelids opened wide. “You have a flying phobia.”
 
   Anna swallowed, her mouth so dry it felt sticky. “Phobia is such a strong word…”
 
   Larissa turned around as much as she could in her seat and reached for Anna’s hand. “This is a Hawker 400XP, a twin-turbofan aircraft.” She stared into Anna’s eyes, so calm and certain. “I’ve flown planes just like this hundreds of times. Very rich, very important people trusted me with their lives on planes just like this. There’s a reason I picked this one—trust me, sugar. I know what I’m doing.” She gave Anna’s hand a squeeze. “Alright?”
 
   Closing her eyes, Anna drew in a deep breath and nodded.
 
   “Your head says yes, but your face is saying hell no…” Larissa said with a weak laugh. “If you want, I can use my magic and make you think you’re on a beach somewhere.”
 
   Anna felt herself blanch and shook her head vehemently. She wanted nothing more than for Larissa to be one hundred percent focused on flying the damn deathtrap.
 
   Larissa released Anna’s hand. “Why don’t you grab yourself a seat. We’ll be in the air before you know it.” As Anna turned away, Larissa added, “Oh, and can you send Jason up here? I’ll need his help to boost my illusion in a few minutes…unless you think you’re up to it.”
 
   Feeling numb and more than a little shaken, Anna trudged down the aisle running between the single seats, hunched over so her head didn’t rub against the cabin ceiling, to where Jason was sitting in the back left seat. Considering that there were only seven seats in the cabin, Anna didn’t have to walk hunched over for very long.
 
   She perched on the edge of the cushy seat opposite Jason’s, making the leather creak. He didn’t look away from the tiny, oval window, but Peter, sitting on the other side of the aisle, smiled at her.
 
   “Jason?” Anna said quietly. When he still didn’t acknowledge her presence, Anna reached out and touched his knee with her fingertips. “Jason, I know things didn’t work out like you wanted, but—”
 
   “Herodson should be dead right now.” He looked at her, his gaze going from distant to sharp, focused, and scathing in an instant. “We should be finishing this, not running away.”
 
   “But Zoe needs us,” Peter interjected.
 
   Anna peered at her younger son, impressed by how well he was reacting to Jason’s clear hatred for Gregory. Peter had never shared a strong bond with his father, and certainly a fair amount of apathy had formed on Peter’s end since he’d gained access to Anna’s memories, but the two had never really butted heads, either. Gregory was and would always be Peter’s father; there was no denying that simple fact.
 
   After a long, tense silence, Anna sighed. “Larissa is ready for you.” When Jason didn’t acknowledge Anna’s words, she added, “Unless you need me to boost her…”
 
   “No,” Jason said, standing. He had to hunch over even more than Anna had. He paused in the aisle, facing away from Anna. “Just so you know, Zoe is the only reason I’m not hunting Herodson down right now.” He stalked up the aisle to the cockpit, somehow moving in that graceful, deadly way of his despite his awkward posture. “Ready for me?”
 
   Larissa responded softly, her words blocked by Jason’s body.
 
   Anna watched Jason move into the cockpit and settle in the seat to Larissa’s right. He extended his arm across the space between the pilot and copilot seats and took hold of her shoulder. Jason’s Ability was almost identical to Anna’s, if a bit stronger, and like hers, the amount that he could amplify another’s Ability was drastically increased with physical contact. Silently and repeatedly, Anna told herself that Jason boosting Larissa’s illusion would not only keep their take-off hidden from everyone in the Colony, but make it so Larissa was diverting a minimal fraction of her concentration to creating the illusion and focusing as much attention as possible on flying the damn plane.
 
   “Mom…” Peter’s voice was gentle, the sound of cloth on leather, a soft hush.
 
   Anna opened her eyes, only then realizing she’d closed them, and found Peter sitting across from her. He’d moved to Jason’s vacated seat, and he was watching her with hopeful eyes and a reassuring smile.
 
   “Did you bring anything that might help me sleep?” Peter asked. His eyes flicked to her hastily packed duffel bag, filled with whatever remotely useful drugs, equipment, documents, and clothing had been lying around their house and was easy to gather—including, of all things, a stray lab coat. “Larissa said it should take about three hours to get to Sacramento—I’d rather use the time trying to figure out exactly where Zoe is, or maybe even find a way to let her know we’re on our way.”
 
   Anna pressed her lips together firmly, staring at Peter and considering their options. She hated medicating him unnecessarily, especially after the many rounds of drugs and treatments he’d gone through both in his first life and in his second, Re-gen life. Finally, she sighed once more, nodded, and combed her fingers through her hair.
 
   Hands on the armrests, she pushed herself up from her seat, retrieved a bottle of water from the cabinet near the front of the plane, and returned to Peter. She handed him the bottle of water before sitting to dig through her bag filled to capacity. Considering how hurried and disorganized her packing job had been, she was surprised by how quickly she found the bottle of diphenhydramine. She handed two of the bright pink pills to her son, then set her bag on the floor and relaxed back in her seat.
 
   Until the plane’s engines fired up, quickly building to a dull roar. Anna stiffened and clutched her armrests. Her nails dug deeply into the soft leather.
 
   “Ready for takeoff,” Larissa said over the intercom as the plane started to roll backward.
 
   Anna squeezed her eyes shut, half-convinced that her heart was about to explode. Or that the engines were.
 
   “Maybe you should take a couple of these, too, Mom,” Peter said.
 
   Anna’s eyes snapped open. It wasn’t a half-bad idea. Leaning forward, she fished around in her bag once more, but instead of pulling out the bottle of sleep aids, she found a small bottle of diazepam, her preferred antianxiety drug.
 
   “Mom?”
 
   “Hmmm?” With shaking hands, Anna tore the lid off the bottle and dumped a handful of the tiny blue pills onto her palm. Pausing, she glanced at Peter.
 
   “Why do you think I have this weird connection with Zoe?”
 
   Studying her son’s youthful face, Anna frowned. “I’m not sure, sweetie.” Not that she hadn’t thought about it a lot, but she simply didn’t understand it. Maybe, in time, she would. Maybe. “All I’ve been able to come up with is that it has something to do with the combination of your and Zoe’s Abilities, mixed with your blood tie…” Shrugging, she shook her head. “But really, that’s just me guessing.” She might have been the one who’d engineered the form of gene therapy that enabled Abilities to manifest in a person, but even she was far from understanding everything about them—how they worked. Why they worked.
 
   “Oh, okay.” Peter turned his head to stare out the window.
 
   “Sorry, sweetie, I know that wasn’t much of an answer.”
 
   “S’okay.” Peter closed his eyes. “I was just curious.”
 
   “That makes two of us,” Anna said softly. She picked up two of the anxiety pills and popped them into her mouth, returned the rest to the bottle, then sat back and watched Peter while she waited for the drugs to kick in.
 
   The plane started moving forward.
 
   And Anna waited.
 
   They were picking up speed, the engines’ thrum increasing steadily.
 
   And she waited.
 
   The plane’s nose lifted off the ground, closely followed by its back wheels.
 
   And still, Anna waited.
 
    
 
   ~~~~~
 
    
 
   The engines whirred and thrummed, the hours passed, and Anna relaxed in her seat, thoughts distant and slippery. She blinked lazily as she stared out the window at the cottony clouds, alight with late afternoon sunlight. She wanted to roll around in those clouds. She wanted to lose herself in those clouds.
 
   With a harsh gasp, Peter awoke and leaned forward, almost falling out of his seat. His fingers clutched the armrests, and his eyes were opened wide and filled with fear. “Zoe…”
 
   Anna reached across the several-foot gap separating her from her son and grasped his upper arms. “Are you alright?”
 
   Peter didn’t respond; he simply stared through Anna, seeing somewhere else…someone else.
 
   “Peter!” Anna shook him. “What’s going on?”
 
   Peter blinked several times, and slowly his focus grew less distant. “She’s desperate…losing hope,” he said hollowly. “There’s a woman—a vegetable—and they’re trying to use Zoe’s blood to reawaken her mind.” Clearly dazed, Peter shook his head. “There’re two men; one’s taking care of her, sort of, and the other’s ready to sacrifice her.” He licked his dry lips ineffectively.
 
   Finally, Peter’s eyes focused entirely on Anna. “She’s in bad shape, Mom. She’s lost a lot of blood. If we don’t get to her soon…”
 
   Clenching her jaw repeatedly, Anna nodded. Her chest felt tight, her throat constricted. “Can you lead us to her?”
 
   “I think so.” Peter’s eyes searched Anna’s. “She’s by a church and there’s a maple tree outside the house…I think if you help me, I’ll be able to sense exactly where she is.” His eyes became glassy, and he pressed his quivering lips together. After a long moment, he added, “If we’re not too late.” A single tear streaked down his cheek.
 
   Anna forced herself to stare up at the cabin’s curved ceiling in an effort to stave off her own tears. Silently, she offered a prayer to anyone or anything that might be listening. Please don’t let us be too late. Please…
 
    
 
   ~~~~~
 
    
 
   “Mom?”
 
   Anna started and tore her gaze away from the oval window to look up at Jason.
 
   “We’re about to start the descent.” He lowered to one knee in the aisle and leaned his forearm on Anna’s armrest. “Do you mind boosting Larissa’s illusion while we land?” He glanced at Peter. “I’d like to hear whatever intelligence he’s gathered, so we’re ready for whatever we’re walking into.”
 
   Anna nodded. “Of course,” she said, stiffly pushing herself up and out of her seat. She started up the aisle but stopped when she felt Jason’s hand latch onto her wrist. She looked back at him, eyebrow raised in question.
 
   “We’ll find her,” Jason said with the utmost conviction. “This isn’t how it ends for her.” His familiar, sapphire-blue eyes hardened. “It isn’t.”
 
   Again, Anna nodded, too choked up to utter a response. Carefully—she still felt a little out of it from the medication she’d taken a few hours ago—she made her way up the narrow aisle to the cockpit. It was a little awkward, but she managed to settle herself in the copilot’s seat without too much hassle.
 
   Larissa offered her a smile. “Welcome to my world,” she said, her facial features relaxed and her eyes filled with contentment. It was clear that she belonged in the sky, that this was where she felt most at home. “The sun’s just starting to set. It’ll be a beautiful landing.”
 
   Anna felt a pang of pity that this was likely the last time Larissa would ever fly again.
 
   “Yeah,” Larissa said softly, nodding to herself. “I’m going to miss it more than a squirrel misses his nuts.” She offered Anna another smile, apologetic this time. “Sorry, I don’t mean to intrude, it’s just that I’ve never been good at blocking out any of it.”
 
   “It’s alright.” Anna returned her smile with a weak one of her own. “I was married to someone like you, a long time ago.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   Anna laughed under her breath. “Of course you do.”
 
   “Seems like he was a really good man. You were a lucky woman.”
 
   Anna snorted. “Your definition of lucky must be different from mine.”
 
   Larissa was quiet for several minutes. When she finally spoke, her voice had taken on a sharp edge. “I was married before the Virus—your virus—changed everything. He was a great guy with a great job and big plans for our future…on his good days, at least.” She met Anna’s eyes briefly, then returned to staring out the expansive windshield. “He was bipolar, and he stopped taking his medication a few years after we got married. His good days were even better than before, but his bad days…” She laughed bitterly.
 
   “I wanted to leave. I told him I would if he didn’t restart his meds, but he refused.” She cleared her throat. “He threatened to kill himself if I left, and no matter how hard I tried—no matter how many people told me I had to take care of myself, that I had to do what was best for me—I couldn’t place my freedom above his life.” Her voice was thick with emotion. “I just couldn’t.”
 
   Anna reached over and took hold of Larissa’s hand, feeling a strong kinship with the younger woman. “It’s alright, Larissa. It’s over now. You’re free now.”
 
   Larissa swiped her hand over first one cheek, then the other before looking at Anna. “Because of you—your virus. You took the choice away from me, and I know the price was awful, but I’ll be grateful to you for the rest of my life. You set me free.”
 
   “Well…” Anna cleared her throat and released Larissa’s hand. “I don’t know about that, but I do understand.” She inhaled and exhaled deeply. “Better than most, I think.”
 
   “I know.” When she spoke next, Larissa’s voice took on a wistful tone. “But now you’ll get a second chance at happiness—with Tom and your kids, I mean.”
 
   Anna sighed. “I’m not going to get my hopes up.” She doubted—severely—whether Tom, Jason, and Zoe could ever forgive her for all that she’d done. No, a long life and happy family weren’t written in her stars. She’d accepted that long ago.
 
   “Maybe,” Larissa said, responding to Anna’s personal thoughts. “But try not to sabotage your chances at happiness. Most people want to forgive, they’re just waiting for a good enough reason to do it.” She shrugged one shoulder. “You never know…”
 
   Anna exhaled heavily. “Maybe, but I won’t hold my breath.”
 
   Twenty minutes later, they were parked in an open hangar and gathering their things in preparation of exiting the plane. Jason and Larissa slipped out of the cabin and down the steps first, Larissa cloaking the plane and its four passengers in an illusion while Jason did a sweep of the hangar to make sure it was secure. Anna hung back inside the plane with Peter, waiting for the all clear.
 
   Footsteps—boots on cement. There were too many. And there were voices; they were shouting. Anna held her breath, waiting for the ear-splitting sound of gunfire.
 
   It never came.
 
   Instead, she heard laughter. Familiar laughter.
 
   She was dreaming. She’d fallen asleep, and they were still flying. This had to be a dream. It was the only explanation. And yet, she rose from her seat and made her way to the small plane’s open door. In a daze, she descended the steps and walked toward the group of a half-dozen men and women laughing and embracing.
 
   Standing in the middle of it all was Jason…and Tom.
 
   Anna’s heart fluttered, skipping beats erratically. She couldn’t tear her eyes away from the man she’d given her heart to so many years ago. And Tom, by all appearances, was in an equal state of shock and awe.
 
   When Anna reached the group on shaking legs, she and Tom stood several feet apart and stared at each other. Their eyes roamed over familiar features, changed by over two decades but still so much the same. A spell wove around them, blocking out everyone else and encasing them in their own private world.
 
   “Tom,” Anna said breathily. “I—I—”
 
   “Mom?” Anna felt Peter tug on the sleeve of her coat. “We need to hurry. I can feel Zoe’s panic. Can you boost my Abilities now?”
 
   Anna looked at her younger son, but it was Tom who spoke. “You can sense her?” He glanced at Gabe, who Anna had only just noticed was among the group, along with Becca and an unfamiliar man and woman. “Anything?” he asked, hope filling the single word.
 
   Gabe shook his head. “Either she’s still being nulled, or she’s awake.” He looked at the woman. “Sanchez? Anything?”
 
   Rubbing her temple, the woman shook her head.
 
   Tom took a step closer to Peter and rested a hand on his shoulder. “Can you tell us where she is, son? Can you help me find my little girl?”
 
   Peter nodded and pointed toward the hangar’s north wall. “She’s that way.”
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   DANI
 
   DECEMBER 15, 1AE
 
   The Farm, California
 
    
 
   “Shhh…shhh, little one,” came a rough whisper. It was Grayson, attempting to speak quietly, a thing he was renowned around the farm to be horrible at. Sure, he could use his voice to weave a captivating story that was so rich and detailed it was better than watching a movie, but he couldn’t make his voice inconspicuous. It was too resonant, too enchanting. It was a voice that couldn’t be ignored. No doubt it was Ability-related, however hard it was to pinpoint the actual Ability. Some were just like that.
 
   I felt the warm bundle that was Everett being lifted from my arms. “No, no, I’m awake,” I mumbled, eyes closed and mind groggy. “I got him. It’s fi…” The fog of sleep drifted back in.
 
   “Okay, come here, kiddo,” Grayson not-whispered, pulling me back to consciousness once more.
 
   I relaxed my hold, letting him take Everett without resistance, and dragged my eyes open. Golden light from the setting sun streamed in through the farmhouse’s large living room window, bathing me in the last hints of warmth the day would offer.
 
   Grayson smiled at me through his gray, bushy beard, his eyes twinkling. “A few days ago, you couldn’t sleep no matter how hard you tried.” He chuckled as he sank into the couch beside me. “Now you can’t seem to stay awake.”
 
   I blinked sleepily, already wanting to close my eyes and float back to the land of dreams. Instead, I shifted on the couch, stretching and making several drawn-out, incoherent noises, then relaxed back into the couch. I felt minutely more awake. “I know.” I offered Grayson a small smile. “I think it’s Junior,” I said, patting my tummy. “Must’ve inherited Jason’s Ability to null. It’s the only thing that makes sense.”
 
   “Remarkable,” Grayson said, his voice—and eyes—filled with wonder. “And here we thought we were the evolved ones…the next evolution of man.” He shook his head slowly, his gaze drifting down to the child sleeping in his arms. “But really, it’s the next generation, those who follow us. Who knows what they’ll be capable of achieving.” He smiled, just a little. “What sort of a world they’ll create…”
 
   I splayed the fingers of both of my hands over my belly. “I just hope it’s a safe world…a better one.” I squinted into the last sliver of the sunlight through the picture window. “One that’ll last.”
 
   Grayson patted my knee. “Nothing lasts forever.”
 
   I looked at him curiously, surprised by the unusually depressing statement. He was generally a reliable optimist.
 
   He smiled, sadness—memories, I supposed—tainting the expression. “But let’s hope they have a better go of it than we did.” He laughed softly, the sadness fading from his eyes. “We sure mucked things up.”
 
   I rested my head against the top of the couch cushion. “Mmhmmm…” My eyelids drooped shut once more. “We sure did,” I tried to say, but it sounded more like, “Weshhhummm…” Sleep claimed me once more.
 
    
 
   ~~~~~
 
    
 
   I woke from my evening nap, part two, with much more energy. “Oh my God!” I screeched, jumping up off the couch and turning around in an indecisive circle. I was too excited, ecstatic even. I simply couldn’t decide who to tell first.
 
   A baby started crying in the dining-room-turned-office. I sensed Grayson in there with the twins. My telepathic radar told me that Carlos was outside in the shower, Annie was in the barn with Jack no doubt getting into some sort of trouble—relatively harmless trouble, I hoped—Camille and Mase were up in the room we kept reserved for them when they weren’t staying at one of the Re-gen farms, and Chris was out in the stable with Vanessa.
 
   “Everything alright, Danielle?” Grayson asked from the other room, a chorus of baby cries accompanying his question.
 
   “Yeah, yes!” I called as I rushed to the mudroom. “They know where Zo is! They’re going to rescue her right now! And Jason’s with Gabe and the others! I’ll be right back.” I threw on my coat and boots, burst out through the back door, and ran toward the stable as fast as I could without tripping over my untied bootlaces or any other booby traps I couldn’t see in the inky darkness.
 
   “Chris!” I shouted. I slowed to a jog when I entered the stable. “Chris!”
 
   “What?” Holding a lantern out, Chris poked her head through the stall doorway at the end of the aisle, blonde ponytail golden and swaying in the lantern light. Her shadowed expression changed from worried to curious when she caught sight of me speeding toward her. “What is it?” She stepped out of the stall, sliding the door shut behind her.
 
   I walked the last few steps, breathing hard and flushed with excitement. “Gabe…I was napping…Jason…he’s there!”
 
   Chris’s eyes lit up, and she grasped my shoulder. “Seriously?” She gave me an excited shake. “He’s there? He’s okay? He’s with them?”
 
   “Yes,” I said, nodding even as she yanked me into a one-armed hug. “And yes and yes.” The last two affirmatives were spoken against her down coat.
 
   She pulled away and walked me to the bench opposite Vanessa’s stall. “How? What happened? What else? Are Harper and Biggs there? What about Sanchez? And Zoe?”
 
   I held up my hands in a useless defense against her barrage of questions. “They haven’t found Zo yet, but they’re close. They know where she is. Sanchez—”
 
   “They’re close? How—”
 
   “Chris!” I said. “Holy crap…give me a chance to catch up!”
 
   She raised her eyebrows in a clear, if silent, “Well then, go on…”
 
   I took a deep breath. “Sanchez seems more or less okay, but still has one hell of a headache. Harper and Biggs should be close now—” I paused for a few seconds, focusing instead on my ever-present connection with Wings. Harper’s mind was just a quick hop away. “Give me a sec,” I told Chris. “I’m just finding out their ETA.”
 
   Less than a minute later, I refocused on Chris’s eager blue eyes. “They’re several hours away from Sacramento. They think they’ll be there around midnight. And Gabe and the others know they’re close to rescuing Zo, because Peter can sense her—I guess he shares some sort of a connection with her or something—and they’re just closing in on the house where she’s being held captive now.”
 
   “Peter?” Chris’s eyebrows rose even higher. “As in…”
 
   “Dr. Wesley and Herodson’s kid, yeah,” I finished for her. “She’s there, too…Dr. Wesley, I mean. And Larissa, the woman who planted my fake memory…oh, but Cole’s dead!” I waved my hands in the air excitedly. “Yay!” After taking a deep breath, I barreled on. “Thanks to Peter, they know that there’s only two guys holding Zo prisoner, so they’ll be pretty easy to take out. Finding her was the hard part, and now that they’ve done that…”
 
   “Let’s just hope they don’t get overconfident,” Chris said. “Situations like this can go sideways in a heartbeat.”
 
   I bit my lip, worry easing into my chest and souring my excitement.
 
   “What kind of shape is Zoe in? What have these men been doing to her over the past three days? Why did they take her?” Chris asked. “Does Peter know anything about that?”
 
   My worry quadrupled, and I frowned. “I—I don’t know,” I said, shaking my head. “Gabe didn’t say anything about that.” My frown deepened along with my concern. “In fact, he was really quick to pop in, pass along his message, and pop right back out of the dream.” I felt my eyebrows draw together. “Do you think he was hiding something?”
 
   “There’s no way to know right now,” Chris said, slapping her hands on her thighs and standing. “But all in all, it’s a night for good news, I’d say.” She strode across the aisle to the stall door, slid it open, and gestured for Vanessa to come out. “Hopefully we can keep this gravy train going. Come on, kiddo, let’s finish your hair.”
 
   Cautiously, Vanessa moved toward the opening. The lantern light illuminated a long, half-formed French braid that was quickly slipping apart. She’d been so calm the previous evening that we’d managed to get her relatively clean. As it turned out, there really was an adorable teen girl under all of the grime and snarly hair.
 
   “Sit right here,” Chris said, directing Vanessa down onto the floor in front of the bench. Chris sat behind her and started running her fingers through the disintegrating braid. “We’ll have to start over, but it’ll go easier now that Dani and the baby are here to keep you calm, hmmm?”
 
   Surprising me despite her genial behavior the past few nights, Vanessa glanced at me over her shoulder, smiling shyly.
 
   Chris pulled a comb from her pocket and started running it through Vanessa’s sleek black hair. “I thought braiding her hair might keep it from getting so bad this time.”
 
   “Makes sense,” I said, nodding in agreement, but I was more than a little distracted as I tried to wrap my mind around how different Vanessa seemed over the past few days. She’d gone from a wild and all but frothing nightmare to a young, smiling woman so suddenly, part of me wondered if any of it was real. Part of me also wondered if having her out in the open, unrestrained, was really that good of an idea.
 
   Chris had come to the split conclusion that something about either the baby’s Ability or my pregnancy hormones was affecting Vanessa. Either way, it was impossible to ignore the fact that while my presence had exacerbated her condition before, it calmed her now.
 
   Chris was nodding, slowly, thoughtfully. “Now isn’t that interesting.” Her combing stopped. “You know, this is the first time I’ve been able to actively sense the change your presence causes in her mind as it happens.”
 
   I frowned. “What do you mean?”
 
   Chris narrowed her eyes in concentration. “In her prefrontal cortex, there’s one section that is usually a chaotic tangle of wild synapses—like an entire fireworks stand all going off at once—but when you came in here, it all settled down and, hmmm…it’s almost like it’s started thrumming in concert with portions of her temporal lobe.” Her gaze grew distant. “Hmmm…” She pursed her lips. “It’s this gap here, like it’s been bridged by what I think is your pregnancy hormones. Unless it’s the kiddo…hmmm…” Chris closed her eyes. “Regardless, when these two portions of her brain are linked up, everything seems to work properly.”
 
   I watched Vanessa’s face. Her calm, almost serene expression. It was far from the face of a Crazy.
 
   “But ten minutes ago, it wasn’t like this,” Chris said, continuing her mad scientist ramblings. “Those two areas weren’t synchronized…there was nothing linking them, nothing allowing any kind of communication between them. I wonder if I increase this, it might strengthen the link a little more, and I think it might be able to sustain itself if…”
 
   “Okay.” I gave her forearm a squeeze. “Well, I think I’ll just leave you to your—”
 
   “Oh!” Chris pulled her hands from Vanessa’s hair like she’d been burned. Her eyes were wide, her mouth open in a small “O.”
 
   Vanessa looked first at Chris, then at me, tears welling in her eyes. With a gut-wrenching wail, she threw herself back into her stall and onto her cot. Her sobs were so raw, so wretched, they made my heart hurt.
 
   Chris raced into the stall and crouched on the floor beside Vanessa’s bed. “Hon?” She reached for the girl, placing her hand on her arm. “Vanessa?”
 
   “Don’t touch me!” Vanessa shrieked, her voice thick with tears.
 
   Chris recoiled.
 
   “Don’t touch me…don’t touch me…don’t touch me…”
 
   “Chris?” I stood and took a step toward the stall. “What’s going on?” Because it looked like Vanessa’s condition had just taken a major turn for the worse.
 
   Chris looked at me, face ashen. “I think—” She swallowed roughly. “I think I just fixed her.”
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   ZOE
 
   DECEMBER 15, 1AE
 
   Location Unknown
 
    
 
   Glazed over and empty, her eyes are a promise of my own future—sucked dry of all that I am, frozen and screaming, unheard in hell. I can feel her dead soul. It’s a stone in a sandstorm. Someone clings to her, to me. I can’t see them, but I feel them and know they’re there. Always there. Waiting. For me to die? The thought is comforting.
 
    
 
   I peeled my eyes open. Sandy came in and out of focus, and then I saw him. He was there, again. I wanted to cry out for Carl to make him stop.
 
    
 
   Carl’s with me in the bedroom. He’s staring through me again, but his touch is gentle. A rag is cool on my face. I know that acerbic taste, that paralyzed feeling. He’s drugged me again. That, or it’s just too much. Too much blood. Too much humiliation. We’ve been through too much, and I allow myself to believe I’m different than all the others. I’m his exception. I’m the only one he’s cared for like this, the only one he’s been willing to help. I wish he’d help me by making it all go away.
 
    
 
   I woke to the scent and taste of vomit. On me. On my clothes. Carl was cursing at me, his hands shaking as he tugged my shirt off over my head, harshly like he was angry with me. I felt compelled to apologize. For throwing up? For existing? Even above my own stench, I could smell the booze; I could tell Carl was drunk. Remotely, I knew I’d been unbound and it was my only chance to fight, to flee and get away, but I could barely keep my eyes open.
 
   Carl’s eyes flicked to mine. When he saw that I was awake, his features softened. “Sorry,” I thought he muttered.
 
    
 
   “Zoe.” I hear the voice again, this time it says my name and I feel a strange sense of peace. The voice has haunted me for weeks. It has followed me everywhere—my dreams over the years, these endless nights of hell—and it’s now my only constant. “Zoe…you’ll be okay.” I want to smile. I’m happy the voice is back. I missed it when it was away.
 
    
 
   I was jarred awake again, this time by the slamming of the bedroom door. My eyes flitted open, and I blearily scanned the room. I was alone. There was no Carl passed out against the wall, no Randall peering down at me.
 
   “…not fucking working. She’s the same, Randy. She’s the fucking same!”
 
   I heard heavy footsteps in the hallway, and their voices grew more distant. “Don’t say that!” Randall shouted back. “Don’t you dare say that. She’s better, she looked at me. Actually looked at me.”
 
   “No, she didn’t,” Carl said, so quiet his voice was almost too muffled to hear.
 
   “You don’t know what you’re talking about. You weren’t there!” There were more footsteps and the slamming of drawers and cupboards. “I was right about this type of power. It’s affecting her. I know she remembers me. I can feel it. Her seeing us together, really seeing me…it’s working.”
 
   “Would you listen to yourself!” Carl shouted. “It’s been a year. All the different powers you’ve been shooting into her are only making her worse. My sister’s heart is beating, but she’s fucking dead. Dead! I’m not going to keep doing this!”
 
   “The fuck you aren’t!” It was the angriest I’d ever heard either of them, but the menace in Randall’s voice made me flinch. “If you’d stop drinking so damn much, you’d see that she’s getting better. She’s your sister, for Christ’s sake,” Randall growled. “How can you just give up?” More slamming. “You swore you’d do whatever it takes to fix her, Carl.”
 
   I held my breath, waiting for Carl’s response. Hope bloomed inside me, and I wanted to cry. I was so desperate for him to let me go.
 
   “What if you’re wrong?” Carl finally said. “What if she’s not getting better?”
 
   “She is. And we’re just wasting time.” There were heavy footsteps down the hall. “Prep the blood source. I’m drawing more as soon as I get back with more supplies. I think tonight might be the night. We’ll do whatever it takes.” The resolve in Randall’s voice brought tears to my eyes, and I couldn’t help the tremble in my chin. I wasn’t sure how much more I could take of this. The days already bled together or were lost to unconsciousness. Had it even been days? Or had it been weeks? It felt like one long, endless nightmare.
 
   Eventually I heard the front door slam. The house shook and then went silent.
 
   I tried to compose myself, knowing Carl would be heading into my room any minute. He would try to wake me, to feed me, to make me drink something before giving me more drugs. I couldn’t let that happen. For whatever reason, there weren’t as many drugs in my system; my mind wasn’t as heavy, though I still felt weak and achy.
 
   I wiped a few falling tears from my eyes, then froze, staring at my hands. There were raw ligature marks around my wrists, but I wasn’t bound.
 
   Hearing footsteps coming up the hall, I shoved my arms back under the covers and shut my eyes, pretending I was asleep. Randall was gone. It was just Carl and me. I’d been untied. It didn’t matter how hazy my mind was. I knew this was my one and only chance to get away.
 
   The instant the door opened, my heart started to race and my mind buzzed back to life, but I forced my heaving chest to steady. Carl’s footsteps were slow. They’d never been so condemning and encouraging at the same time.
 
   What do I do? Carl was still nulling me, so I couldn’t use my Ability in any way. I hadn’t heard the door latch when he came in, and I hoped the shotgun was still outside in the hallway, though I had to come up with a backup plan in case it wasn’t. I just needed to figure out how the hell I was going to get past him…overpower him…but the thought of that alone was enough to make it all seem hopeless.
 
   Carl paused beside my bed for a moment. What was probably only seconds felt like minutes, suspended. Then, he turned and quickly left the room, and I heard the door latch this time.
 
   I let out my breath, holding it again as I listened for his footsteps in the hallway. I waited for them to descend the stairs, but they didn’t. It sounded like he had headed down the hall, into Sandy’s room. When I heard what I thought was a chair scraping against the floor, I opened my eyes and slowly sat up.
 
   It felt like my arms had been shredded, that my head had been filled with cotton, and my heart was racing so fast, echoing so loudly in my ears, it was all I could hear. I hoped Carl wasn’t coming back up the hallway, because I wouldn’t be able to hear him over the sound of my fear.
 
   Ignoring my body’s protests, I flung off the blanket and reached for the rope tying my ankles together. I fumbled with it, willing my fingers to work quickly and efficiently, though it seemed they’d forgotten how to do anything. But I didn’t struggle for long. The rope came off more easily than I’d expected, as if Carl hadn’t put much effort into binding me to begin with.
 
   I didn’t have time to wonder too much if it was because he’d been too drunk to tie the rope right, or if he’d been cautious of the sores the ropes had produced around my ankles. Or was there another reason entirely? I hung my legs over the side of the bed. Briefly, I tried to remember the last time I’d wiggled my toes or felt the floor beneath my feet.
 
   I stood up as quietly as I could. The hardwood made no noise as I wobbled and had to brace myself on the mattress for balance. Had I any modesty left, I would’ve cared that I only wore a man’s shirt. It was oversized, but it barely reached my upper thighs.
 
   After a few deep, steadying breaths, I crept to the door, trying to stay upright and not make a sound. I was conscious of every foot placement, every muscle I forced to work despite the tingling numbness that began to spread throughout my body.
 
   I listened intently for any movement outside the room before I reached for the doorknob. I turned it, ever so slightly, and cringed as the metal latch seemed to clank and echo throughout the entire house. I stared at the hinges and held my breath as I slowly pulled the door open.
 
   Pausing mid-open, I listened again. There was still nothing. Adrenaline and fatigue made my body tremble. I opened the door a bit further and nearly sobbed in relief when I saw the shotgun leaning against the wall. I stuck my head through the doorway.
 
   Blinking a few times to focus, I gazed around anxiously, half expecting to find Carl standing there, waiting for me. But he wasn’t. I peered down the hall into Sandy’s room and found him sitting in a chair beside her bed. His back was to me and his head was in his hands.
 
   Closing my eyes, I ignored my weak, shaking body and bolstered my resolve to pick up the shotgun. Pick it up! If you want to live, pick up the gun… Carl would hear me the instant I did, I knew he would, there was no way around it. I just had to be able to aim and shoot him when the time came.
 
   Not allowing myself to waste any more time, I stepped out of the room and grabbed the shotgun. It was much heavier than I expected, but I was determined to leave, to fight and kill and scream bloody murder if needed to get out of that house.
 
   Shifting, I turned toward Sandy’s room and lifted the shotgun, ready to aim for Carl barreling down the hallway toward me. But he hadn’t moved.
 
   I stepped closer and closer, my arms already tired and burning, but determination held the gun in place. I blinked once, twice, and took a few more steps. I didn’t care about the details anymore, about the rooms I passed or what I could see out the windows. I could only focus on Carl and the fact that he wasn’t moving. Is this a trick? Was he dead?
 
   Finally, the floor creaked beneath my feet, and I froze, the shotgun’s nozzle only a few feet from the back of Carl’s head. “Do it,” he murmured.
 
   My heart stopped momentarily, and my resolve wavered.
 
   He whipped around in his chair. “Do it!”
 
   I knew he meant to frighten me, to coerce me. And I knew I should shoot him. He was right in front of me, and I had the gun. Freedom was a finger twitch away. Carl was giving me that, and yet he’d let Randall hurt me, let him shame me and turn me into an object, a blood bank, a thing to be used and discarded. But I couldn’t do it. I couldn’t pull the trigger. I couldn’t kill him.
 
   “Please,” he whispered. His empty eyes were pleading.
 
   My hands were sweating, my body trembling. I can just walk away.
 
   Then my eyes met Sandy’s. Those dead eyes, that curl of her lip, that drawn face that haunted my dreams. I needed to put her out of her misery. I needed to end it, all of it.
 
   “Carl,” I breathed, my attention transfixed in the depth of her pain.
 
   I heard footsteps up the stairs and realized Randall hadn’t really left, or he’d already returned, before I could decide what to do. My body took over, and I turned and lifted the gun, praying I could shoot him before he reached me.
 
   Then I froze. Jake was standing in the doorway, his pistol aimed at me. My chest heaved and my eyes clouded with tears as I tried to convince myself that he was real. All I could do was stare at him. His familiar face drained of color and his eyes gleamed as they scoured every inch of me. I let out a whimper and dropped the shotgun, and it clanked and thudded to the ground. But Jake’s pistol was still aimed at me.
 
   I was confused. “Ja—Jake?”
 
   But when I heard movement behind me, I realized Jake wasn’t aiming at me, but at Carl. Weakly, I pivoted slightly to find him standing by Sandy’s bed, his dark, stringy hair hanging in his face. He turned away from his sister to face me and Jake. Carl’s features had softened, the tension around his eyes lessened. He almost looked relieved and then he closed his eyes.
 
   “Don’t fucking move,” Jake growled, but Carl smiled, ignoring him as he reached behind his back.
 
   There was one shot, then another.
 
   I shouted, my hands flying to cover my mouth as I watched two crimson stains grow and spread over Carl’s chest. He fell with a heavy thud to the floor. His fingers twitched around the pint of vodka he’d pulled from his back pocket, and his eyes fixed on Sandy as they dulled and began to dim. I shook my head and took a few awkward steps toward him. A disturbing mixture of relief and sadness flooded me, and I fought to grasp just one.
 
   Carl gasped for air, and I could see his life, see him unfolding in my mind as my Ability jump-started again. I could feel his regret, could taste the blood staining his teeth. I saw me. I felt his love for his twin sister, turned Crazy, turned monster. I felt the ease with which he took his final breath before his life was extinguished and he was gone.
 
   And then I fell to my knees and silently cried. For him. For me. For Sandy.
 
   “Zoe,” Jake whispered, and he crouched beside me. He tentatively reached for me, and I shut my eyes, hating that he saw me like this, that the people whose hurried footsteps carried them into the room saw me like this. But I didn’t care enough to move.
 
   I could feel Jake’s unhinged concern and anger. He was afraid to touch me. “There’s another one,” I said, but I didn’t open my eyes. I knew the moment I did, I would see the expression on Jake’s face and crumble.
 
   “He’s already dead,” Sanchez said quietly from the doorway.
 
   Randall’s dead? And though I didn’t think it was possible given the fact that Jake was already here, with me, I felt even better. It was over.
 
   I could feel other minds in the house—near the room, downstairs—but I ignored them.
 
   Finally, I opened my eyes and stared down at myself. I needed a bath, needed clothes… I shifted my gaze to meet Jake’s. He was distressed, questioning. His jaw clenched and unclenched, and I could see the truth of things in his amber eyes. I was a mess with my purple and green arms, my bandaged bicep and bloody wrists and ankles, my ashen skin… I knew that some of the others were injured—Tavis was dead. And there was something else looming around him, something big, but I didn’t want to feel any of it. I didn’t think I could bear it. So I let out a groan and pushed his mind and everyone else’s away.
 
   “I’m disgusting,” I whined, hoping to put a smile on Jake’s face, but it was barely audible.
 
   His eyes were gleaming, but he tried to smile. “Let’s get you out of here,” he said.
 
   I nodded, and Jake gathered me precariously into his arms. “I won’t break,” I said automatically, but the worry and pain in his eyes told me it looked otherwise.
 
   Jake held me tight against his chest as I gripped onto his shirt, to that smell so acute and perfectly him that I swore to myself it was my new favorite shirt and, despite its dirty, tattered appearance, I would never let him wash it again. The tighter I gripped him, the easier it was to push the impending sobs away.
 
   As Jake rose to his feet, I remembered Sandy. When I looked over my shoulder at her, she was staring up at the ceiling, oblivious to our presence. “We have to help her,” I said, begged him with my eyes. “We can’t leave her like this.”
 
   Jake considered my words for a moment, his eyes fixed on the half-dead woman, before nodding at me and then at Sanchez.
 
   I looked at her, relief flooding me as I realized my no-nonsense sparring partner, my friend, was still alive, though her face was a bit swollen and bruises colored her cheeks. She offered me a pursed-lip nod of her own as Jake carried me toward the doorway. I glanced one last time at Carl’s body, a heap on the floor. My exhaustion outweighed any satisfaction or remorse I might’ve felt had I been in a different state of mind.
 
   I wound my arms around Jake’s neck, relieved to see that at least he and Sanchez were okay, and as we exited the room, I noticed others lined up in the hallway. Becca was there first, her eyes filled with relief as she draped a white coat over me.
 
   I flashed her a weak but grateful smile and noticed Gabe standing beside her. He looked distraught, but offered me a nod as I passed. Then I locked eyes with my dad, and I couldn’t stop the instant sobs I’d been trying to lock away.
 
   “Oh, sweetheart,” he croaked, and Jake slowed long enough for my dad to lean in to kiss my forehead, tears of his own filling his eyes. “I was so afraid…”
 
   But before I could say anything, I saw a large form that was all too distinguishable through my blurred vision. “Jason,” I said and brusquely wiped the tears from my eyes. It was him, standing there with his aggravatingly expressionless face, like always. He was alive. He was there. They’d found him. It had all been worth it.
 
   “Hey, Zoe,” he said, but I was scrambling out of Jake’s arms, nearly stumbling, too ecstatic to care because my brother was alive. I wasn’t sure whose arms were around who first, his trying to help me up or mine clinging to him.
 
   “I started to think you were dead, but then the dream…” I trailed off because it didn’t matter. None of that did anymore. My dream, Becca’s vision that I’d gleaned, had never come to pass. We could go home, all of us. Jason held me more tightly, and I let out a happy, choked sob.
 
   But when I opened my eyes, I gasped, stunned and confused. A teenage boy was standing next to me with dark, disheveled hair, proffering the white lab coat that had been draped around me. “You should probably put this on,” he said. He looked sickly, but his eyes were illuminated with curiosity and kindness.
 
   Tentatively, I took the coat from him and carefully shrugged it on, wondering why he seemed so familiar to me. When I saw my mom at the top of the landing, watching with tears in her eyes, I knew.
 
   Feeling light-headed all over again, I glanced between them. My mom was here…away from the Colony. With my dad and Jason and…
 
   I looked at Jason, confused, then my eyes landed back on the boy. It all started to make sense. I knew him. “Peter?”
 
   “Hey, Zoe,” he said, and I knew his voice instantly.
 
   I blinked. “You…you were in my head.”
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   DANI
 
   DECEMBER 15, 1AE
 
   The Farm, California
 
    
 
   “Thank you so much, Pretty Girl,” I said to Wings, showering her with as much affection and gratitude as I could pour through our telepathic bond. Really, with her and Jack, our connection went beyond telepathic. We were a part of each other.
 
   I placed my hand on the sweaty fabric of my tank top, just over the itty bitty swell I may or may not have been imagining on my abdomen. And now she’s a part of our secret little circle, too.
 
   Eyes widening, I stared down at my hand, at my belly, at the lemon-sized life growing within. She? Had I really just thought of it—her, I felt certain—as a girl? I shook my head. Now, how could I possibly know that? But I did. I knew she was a girl. I knew.
 
   Is it her? Is she communicating with me? I sat up straighter and looked around the cottage’s living room, lips parted in a combination of shock and awe. Am I passing information about me to her as well? I already suspected she had some intuitive form of Jason’s Ability, so why not some form of mine as well?
 
   Chris came bustling in through the front door, shut it, and paused with hands on hips to glare at me. “Sorry I’m late—oh my Jesus God…damn it, Dani!” She swept across the room. “You’re sweating like a pig! It’s the middle of the night; you should be resting!”
 
   Hot flashes were my latest unfavorable pregnancy symptom. Of course, I would take nonstop sweating over vomiting any day of the week. I shrugged. “I am resting…while I talk to Zo and Jason and the others.” I flicked my eyes toward the hallway and Annie’s door, hidden just out of sight. “And keep your voice down. She’s drifting.”
 
   Chris snorted and crossed her arms, then rolled her eyes and crouched before the hearth. Almost without thought, it seemed, she began to tend to the dying fire. “How is everyone? Are they on their way back? Is—”
 
   “Chris…”
 
   Chris looked at me, eyebrows raised.
 
   I met her eyebrow raise with one of my own. “I’m limiting you to two questions at a time. Kapeesh?”
 
   Chris pursed her lips, but at least she held her tongue.
 
   I smiled minutely, settling back into my recliner.
 
   “They found Zo—she’s alright,” I said, before Chris could badger me. I felt constantly on the verge of crying, I was so relieved. “Not in great shape—she’s a little beat up from the accident, and the men who kidnapped her drugged her and took a lot of blood…” I frowned, recollecting my composure as my chin trembled and my eyes stung with unshed tears. Every time I imagined what she’d been through…
 
   I cleared my throat. “Zo was pretty tired when I spoke to her, so we didn’t talk for long, and Jason and the others are focused on getting back here, so all of my convos were pretty brief.” Letting out an agitated, exhausted breath, I leaned my head back. “Jason and I are going to talk more when they get on the plane.”
 
   I stared at the embers glowing beneath the new pieces of firewood Chris had placed above them. Even though I’d heard his mental voice, part of me wouldn’t believe Jason was really safe, was really coming back to me, until I saw him with my own two eyes. Part of me expected the worst. It was almost like that part of me was waiting for something else to happen to him…like hope had been cauterized out of that part of me.
 
   “And Harper and Biggs?” Chris asked.
 
   I nodded slowly, still staring into the blossoming fire. “They met up with the others about fifteen minutes ago. That was how I found them.”
 
   “Wait,” Chris said, “back up. Did you say ‘plane’ a second ago?”
 
   Blinking lazily, almost like I was waking up, I focused on Chris. “Yeah. They’re flying back down here…on a plane. A real, live airplane. Can you believe it?”
 
   “Honestly?” Chris said, shaking her head and sitting back on her heels. “There’s not much I won’t believe these days.” A moment later, she added, “But a plane—that’s definitely unexpected.”
 
   Chewing on my lip, I nodded my agreement. Unexpected, indeed. “They’re going to land at the Petaluma airport. We should saddle some horses for them.” I returned to staring at the fire. “And get a cart ready—in Zo’s condition, it’ll be better if she doesn’t have to ride.”
 
   Chris stood and took a step away from the fireplace, but froze and looked at me, eyes narrowed. “What about Wings and the other horses? How big of a plane are we talking about here?”
 
   I smiled. “They’re already on their way back…on the ground.” My smile widened to a grin. Wings’s giddiness at being able to run free with her small herd, unburdened and unrushed, was spilling into me. Pulling at me. She wanted me to join her. I wanted to join her. But I had a telepathic date with my husband, something that went beyond the hurried “Hey, glad you’re alive, can’t wait to see you!” we’d been limited to just a few moments earlier.
 
   I shook my head, then pushed myself up out of the comfortable chair. “Let’s get those horses ready.”
 
   Chris led the way to the door, tossing my coat to me before heading outside. She paused in the doorway and pointed to the rubber goulashes on the floor by the door. “Boots, too, hon. You’re not going to be one of those barefoot mamas, not on my watch.”
 
   I sighed heavily even as I pulled one boot, then the other onto my bare feet. It would’ve been much more comfortable with socks, but we were in a bit of a time crunch. Larissa had told me they’d be landing in a half hour to forty-five minutes, assuming they managed to get into the air relatively quickly.
 
   “Not with how easy it is for a cut to get infected these days,” Chris went on. “Not to mention what a blood infection could do to a pregnant woman…”
 
   “Chris, seriously, you can stop.” I straightened and crossed my arms over my chest. “The damn boots are on my damn feet, okay?”
 
   Chris sniffed. “You should be wearing socks, too.”
 
   I rolled my eyes and wiggled my toes inside their rubber confines. “Don’t I know it…”
 
   “Well, good.” Chris met my eyes, expression stern. A moment later, her lips spread into a broad grin, and she pulled me into a tight hug, which I returned readily. “They’re coming home,” she said, her voice barely above a whisper. “Our family’s coming home.”
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   ANNA
 
   DECEMBER 16, 1AE
 
   Sacramento, California
 
    
 
   From her vantage point in one of the two back seats of the small but luxurious charter jet, Anna catalogued her companions, studying—assessing—each one to the soundtrack of hushed conversations and roaring engines. At first sight, they seemed such an odd band of people, such a curious grouping. The meek young woman, the hardened soldier, the confident scientist, the silent watcher, the sickly boy…some had been military in the old world, some had been lost souls, but all of them, like Anna, had been trying their hardest just to survive from day to day.
 
   “Something amusing?” Gabriel said from the seat on the other side of the aisle. His voice was dry, devoid of humor.
 
   Anna shook her head. She felt like a lifetime had passed since they’d parted ways so many months ago. It seemed a lifetime had passed for Gabriel, as he was clearly a different person now. He, like his childhood friend sitting on the floor of the plane up near the seat where Zoe dozed, had been one of the lost souls, before. Anna caught her eldest son’s eye over the top of the seat separating them, and a second later, he looked away, a minute, wistful smile on his face and a thousand-yard stare filling his eyes. He, too, had been a lost soul, but not anymore. That much was clear as he carried on a silent conversation with his wife, some eighty miles away.
 
   Anna didn’t know much about the woman seated across the aisle from Jason—Sanchez, she’d introduced herself as—or Biggs, the man in the seat facing Sanchez’s, other than that both had clearly been in the military. It was evident in the way they carried themselves and in the way they interacted with each other that they’d been part of the same company, or had at least known each other for quite some time.
 
   Movement drew Anna’s attention to the cockpit. Tom stood in the opening, hunched over as he murmured inaudible words to the group’s medical doctor, Harper, who’d been hovering back and forth between Zoe and Sanchez since he joined them less than an hour ago. Harper turned sideways, allowing Tom to squeeze past.
 
   Sanchez seemed to be doing alright despite the cuts and intense bruising on the left side of her face. Anna was far more worried about Zoe—not only had her wounds from the accident not been tended to properly, but it had been clear when they’d found her that she was dehydrated and severely anemic. Her pulse was still too weak, her skin sallow from the loss of too much blood. Anna didn’t think it was possible to feel more thankful or relieved than she’d felt the moment Tom had put an arrow through Randall’s head just outside the house. They’d been incredibly lucky that the two kidnappers had been separated when Anna and the others had launched their rescue. Killing Randall had been almost too easy, and the other—Carl—had all but killed himself.
 
   Tom clapped Harper on the shoulder as he squeezed past, giving the younger man what looked like a grateful nod. His eyes met Anna’s for the briefest moment before he paused to crouch down beside Zoe’s seat. Gazing up at her, he took her hand in his. Though Anna couldn’t hear the words exchanged between them, she recognized the look on Tom’s face—filled with love, affection, and so much worry. He’d looked at Anna like that before, too, more times than she could count. But now, as she watched the tender father–daughter moment, she felt like an intruder, a voyeur…one who couldn’t look away.
 
   Until Tom glanced at Anna, once more.
 
   Her heart pounded, her lungs constricting. She and Tom had yet to speak beyond a stilted greeting and brief words in passing, and she wasn’t sure she was ready to really talk. Not there, in the middle of the night on a cramped plane filled with nearly a dozen others. She had no idea what to say, let alone what he might say. Awful things, she imagined. Terrible, painful, heartbreaking things.
 
   “Wes?” Gabriel was leaning across the aisle. He reached for her arm and gave it a squeeze. “Wes?” He shook her gently. “You alright?”
 
   Anna couldn’t breathe. Her head was suddenly throbbing, and she could feel sweat beading on her forehead, her neck, all over her body. She clutched the front of her jacket, looking around wildly as the cabin closed in around her.
 
   “Wes?”
 
   Gabriel was halfway out of his seat when Anna burst up from hers. She lurched into the compact lavatory in the very back of the plane, shut the door, and barely had the toilet seat raised when the first dry heave struck. Followed by another, and another, and another. Luckily, she hadn’t had the chance to eat or drink much of anything all day, not with all of the escaping and flying and rescuing.
 
   Sighing, Anna pressed her back against the wall and sank down to the floor. There was barely enough room for her to sit with her knees pulled up against her chest, but it would do. It had to. She lifted her hands, watching them tremble. With how severely she was shaking, she doubted her legs were strong enough to carry her back to her seat yet.
 
   Anna took a deep breath. She needed to pull herself together, she had to. She wasn’t caged in with some random band of survivors—it was her husband, son, and daughter, the very family she’d abandoned to protect…the family she’d ruined civilization to protect. And she truly did feel like an intruder, like she didn’t belong in their world.
 
   Minutes passed, ten, maybe twenty, and Anna figured they must be close to touching down. She’d felt them enter their descent shortly after locking herself in the lavatory. They had to be almost there. Closing her eyes, she took a deep breath and straightened her spine. She couldn’t hide forever. She wouldn’t.
 
   Anna wiped the back of her hand over her mouth as she pushed herself up off the floor. Clearing her throat, she pulled the lavatory door inward. It folded open eagerly, revealing Tom’s wiry form. He stood with his hands braced on either side of the doorway.
 
   Eyes wide, Anna took a step back and fell onto the toilet. She barely managed to slow her descent with a hand on the miniscule counter.
 
   “Anna…” Tom’s eyes held oceans of secrets…judgements…resentment. But the pity was the worst of all.
 
   “I’m fine,” Anna said hoarsely, gripping the edge of the toilet seat so hard it hurt her fingers.
 
   Tom inhaled deeply, the succeeding exhale holding years of irritation. Without taking his eyes from her, he held out a palm to the side, signaling one of the other passengers to leave them be. Was it Peter or Jason, Anna wondered, or maybe Gabriel?
 
   Tom crouched down, much as he’d done beside Zoe’s seat, planting one knee on the floor and resting an elbow on his other. “Anna, we need to talk about—”
 
   “How did you find us?” Anna blurted. When Tom responded with a quizzical tilt of his head, she clarified, “When we landed in Sacramento.”
 
   “Ah…” Tom rubbed his hand over his short, salt-and-pepper beard. Anna had never seen him so unkempt, but she didn’t find the vagabond look overly unappealing on him, either. “Well, it’s sort of hard not to notice a plane landing these days…”
 
   “But the illusion,” Anna said, wanting to draw out this topic until the plane’s wheels were on the ground and it was time to get out of the damn metal cage. “You shouldn’t have been able to see us.”
 
   Tom shook his head, smiling ruefully.
 
   Anna’s breath caught in her throat.
 
   “Illusions don’t work on me anymore,” Tom said, blue eyes sparkling. He nodded up the aisle, toward the cockpit. “Even illusions created by one as strong as Larissa, it seems, and it was easy enough to sense who was on the plane.” Reaching across the short distance separating them, Tom took one of Anna’s hands in his. “Listen, Anna…”
 
   Anna’s heart rate escalated, her breaths coming quicker.
 
   Tom paused and eyed her. His brow furrowed, and she thought she saw a flicker of pain or maybe sorrow shadow his gaze. Sighing heavily, Tom released her hand. “Later, then. We’re about to land, anyway.” Groaning, he climbed to his feet. “Come on. You should get back to your seat and buckle up before we touch down.” He extended his hand toward her. “I know how much you hate flying.”
 
   Anna looked at his hand, then up at his face, then back down at his hand. Clenching her jaw, she forced herself to reach out to him, to accept his help up. Because that’s all it was, a helpful hand up.
 
   Tom’s hand remained wrapped around Anna’s until she was halfway into her seat.
 
   It was just a helpful hand, she reminded herself.
 
   It was nothing.
 
   It was nothing.
 
   But in her heart, it had sure as hell felt like something.
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   ZOE
 
   DECEMBER 16, 1AE
 
   Petaluma, California
 
    
 
   Four days was all it had taken to reduce me to the weakened, pathetic heap I’d become. The growing strength of my Ability over the past year, my advancing weapon skills, and my seemingly endless self-defense training had done me absolutely no good in protecting me against the twisted minds of Carl and Randall. I couldn’t help but upbraid myself for that as I sat on the tailgate of an abandoned service truck on the lone landing strip at the Petaluma Airport, chagrined.
 
   At least, thanks to Becca, I finally had real clothes on, my tore up, holey ones that I’d been wearing the night of the accident; she’d had the presence of mind to grab them from the top of the dresser back in the room that had been my prison. I didn’t care that there were rips in my jeans and that my long-sleeve shirt was tearing at the sleeve seams, they were mine. And even more fortunately, someone had thought to salvage my leather jacket from the wreck, so I was fairly warm in the wee, cold hours of the morning. Someone else’s socks covered my bare feet and I had no shoes, but that was fine; it wasn’t like I’d be walking very far, anyway. All of us were waiting for the horse cavalry to arrive and take us home.
 
   I rubbed the back of my neck, wrought with tension and feeling a little bruised. In spite of the unknown amounts of blood that had been drained from my body and the residual nausea and fogginess from what remained of the drugs in my system, I was feeling better—relieved, if a little anxious. Not only was I alive and going home, but my family was here, living—breathing—all of them. I was still trying to wrap my mind around that and the fact that Tavis wouldn’t be joining us.
 
   Closing my eyes, I let the brisk, clarifying air of predawn fill my nose and stir my senses. The flight from Sacramento had been short, if a little crowded and bumpy, and I’d dozed in and out of consciousness. Larissa was a good pilot and seemed to be a trustworthy addition to our group; both the remorse of what she’d been forced to do to Jason and Dani and her growing appreciation for our group were palpable. Her self-loathing and abhorrence of all that she’d been a part of made her real, made her human, someone I knew we could trust.
 
   But even with the increased number of our group in such a small, confined space, everyone had been mostly quiet on the flight home. Exhaustion. Trepidation. Indecision. There were many emotions that had hung in our silence, amplified by my Ability after days of suffocation, and it was more difficult for me to turn off than I was used to. And the auras were back; everyone had them now, except for the Re-gens. The glowing colors were constant and strong now, beautiful even, and impossible to ignore.
 
   I closed my eyes and took another deep, rejuvenating breath, trying to exhale the knot forming in my mostly empty stomach. Having everyone together could be bad…or it could be good. Regardless, I felt tension, thick as the ropes that had been bound around my wrists, following my mom everywhere she went. She was uncertain—everyone was uncertain about her.
 
   “I think it’s a good thing.”
 
   My eyes popped open, and I felt my face pale a little. I was still getting used to Peter’s presence, both in my mind and physically as he stood beside me. His dull, stone-gray eyes were haunting and curious all at once. And as peculiar as he was, he intrigued me. Since first laying eyes on him, I hadn’t been able to keep my mind from wandering to his or my eyes from seeking him out.
 
   “And why do you think that?” I asked, shelving my indecision. I wasn’t sure how I felt about Peter yet—if I trusted him. His Ability was a sponge, and I wasn’t sure I liked the idea of one person being able to do a little bit of everything that we could, no matter how unassuming he seemed. And then there was the lingering imprint of his mind in mine—the one that had been a part of me for so long it was now uncannily familiar.
 
   Peter shrugged and sat down beside me on the rusted tailgate. He stared at the members of our group as they milled around and engaged in stilted conversations. His gaze landed on our mom and Gabe, who were speaking under the cover of one of the jet’s narrow, cream-colored wings.
 
   “There are so many of you with strong Abilities,” Peter said. “So we’ll be safe.” Peter thought about his answer a moment longer. “And my mom can do anything if she has the proper motivation. So, like I said, it’s a good thing we’re all together.”
 
   I scoffed. “All of these people suffered because of our mom and her proper motivation,” I reminded him, my gaze landing on my dad. He was lost in his own world. I could feel his reeling thoughts. And his eyes seemed to continuously float to my mom. “Her presence affects everyone here.”
 
   Peter was silent, like he was considering my words, measuring and processing them, for the first time. The familiar hoot of an owl echoed off in the distance before he spoke again. “Maybe she can help make things better.” I could feel his eyes on me before he turned his attention back to the group. “I’ve seen her memories,” he continued quietly. “She’s suffered more than you know for us…all of us. No matter what you think.”
 
   Wondering if Peter really and truly realized the severity of her decisions, I turned to him. “That’s what happens when you create a deadly pandemic, Peter.” It wasn’t bitterness that harshened my tone anymore, but honesty. “You don’t get to do something like that and live without any repercussions.”
 
   Peter stared at me. I wasn’t sure if it was offense or confusion I saw in his narrowed, moonlit eyes. “She’s given up everything for the three of us. I think she deserves to be happy, if possible.”
 
   Part of me agreed with Peter. That same part of me that still yearned for the mom I never had. Having my family together was a dream come true, but the implications of having my mom back were etched on everyone’s faces: the way Sanchez and Harper cast sidelong glances, and how Jake’s and Biggs’s shoulders tensed when she walked by them… My dad’s eyes softened, and he was distracted again, which worried me the most. If she left him again—left us—my dad would be far more than broken, no matter how noble she believed her reason to be this time.
 
   And as for Jason, it was hard to tell. His eyes constantly flicked up the strip, toward the airport entrance as we waited for Chris and the horses to arrive. He was antsy, ready to get back to the farm, back to Dani, that much was obvious. I withheld a smile as I imagined what his response would be when Dani told him she was pregnant. Although I knew they’d been speaking telepathically almost constantly since Dani had been able to lock onto our minds, I also knew, with absolute certainty, that news of the baby was something Dani would want to deliver in person.
 
   “Are there many people who have had babies?” Peter asked, and I let out a despondent breath. So this is how it feels to have someone lurking around in your head. I wrapped my arms across my chest, too fatigued to care too much, and leaned back in the bed of the truck, every one of my muscles screaming at me. Though I’d tried to stay out of people’s minds, or at least had kept my observations to myself, apparently I was an open book for Peter to peruse.
 
   “How long?” I asked him. “How long have you been in my head, following me?” I tried to think back to the first time I’d felt something off inside my mind, tried to pinpoint the moments I’d felt the most unsettled. But it seemed a frequent feeling that had rarely relented over the years. A couple weeks ago, I’d thought the dreams, at least initially, were a result of my dad withholding some majorly scarring memories. But now? I recalled feeling a strange presence when I went to sleep sometimes when I was younger, and even now it sometimes happened, feeling unnatural and uninvited but surprisingly comfortable.
 
   The steady echo of hooves resounded in the distance, along with what sounded like wagon wheels clanking and bouncing over uneven asphalt. Within the next few minutes I knew excitement and chatter would ensue, so I braced myself for the hubbub of a long-awaited homecoming.
 
   I sat up, my legs dangling from the tailgate. “So? Why were you in my mind?” I prompted again.
 
   Peter shook his head and smiled a little. “You were in mine.”
 
   I chuckled, baffled and almost entertained by the revelation. “Of course I was,” I mumbled. “I don’t get it,” I said and brushed off a piece of crusted mud from my jacket. “I’ve been having strange dreams about my mom for a long time,” I thought aloud. “A featureless woman, calling for me, scaring the shit out of me, even though I knew—wanted it to be her. And now”—I looked at Peter—“I wonder how much of it had to do with you.”
 
   Peter’s eyes narrowed. “If my dreams were anything like they are now, I can’t always shut you out of them, sort of like our minds, or maybe our Abilities, were always linked in some way. I can find your mind now too, even when I’m not sleeping. That’s how I knew where to find you.” His voice was distant. “I called you the sad girl…you were always so scared in your dreams, at least that’s what I’ve gathered from Mom’s memories. I don’t actually remember much of it myself because, you know…” Peter shrugged. He was a Re-gen, so I knew his memories were limited at best.
 
   Briefly, I wondered if I’d gotten things mixed up in my head, that it wasn’t really the faceless woman reaching for me, but Peter’s mind instead. We were both quiet a moment, trying to put the pieces of our childhood nightmares together. Finally, I gave up, at least for now, and lifted a shoulder. “It’s got to have something to do with Mom. My Ability blocker, maybe? Gabe or Mom might be able to figure it out.” Peter’s head bobbed in agreeance.
 
   As the sound of the wagon drew closer, Jason, my dad, and a few of the others started gathering up what few things we had with us. Just as I decided I should probably climb off the truck and help, I thought of something. “Hey, Peter?” I said, turning to face him again. “Why did you start trying to talk to me after all these years? I mean, I’ve never heard your voice in my head before, at least, not that I can remember. Why are things so different now?”
 
   Peter licked his lips and his eyes skirted to our mom, who was talking to Harper, and my gaze followed. “Mom’s been worried about me a lot lately. We’ve been doing some tests, a lot of them. I’m different now. I can do things like that, I guess.”
 
   I tried not to let the sympathy I felt show. “Do you feel better?”
 
   Peter picked at the chipping white paint on the tailgate. Pursing his lips, he nodded. “But I’m not sure how long it will last.” He glanced at our mom and said in a lower voice, “I haven’t said anything to my mom, because it makes her sad.”
 
   His longing for a sense of normalcy was obvious. “At least you’re here now,” I said, suddenly earnest to give him hope. I’d seen the desperation and disappointment on too many Re-gen faces back at the farm when they thought they couldn’t be saved from degeneration. “We don’t have laboratories and electro machines, but we have a lot of strong Abilities, like you said, and a settlement full of Re-gens who have gotten better—who can help you get better.”
 
   “Thanks,” Peter said, though I wasn’t sure he believed me. “I’m just happy we’re away from that place—that my mom’s here now, with you all.” Peter straightened, and I almost thought I could sense anger radiating from him. “You don’t know the things my da—he made her do, Zoe. The things she’s had to go through.”
 
   Seeing a flash of his memories—of the atrocities Peter had gleaned from my mom’s memories—I looked away, focusing on the shadowed outline of horses and the cart that came into view instead. 
 
   Harper walked over to us. His aura was bright yellow, and his eyes surveyed me. “How are you feeling, Baby Girl?” Fingers under my chin, he tilted my face up to examine me.
 
   “I’m better,” I said, though I was still a little weak. “But if you pull out your penlight, I might lose it.”
 
   Chuckling, he winked at me. “I want you to eat another one of these,” he said and pulled a granola bar out of his back pocket. “You’re still too shaky for my liking.”
 
   “I’ll be fine,” I promised and unwrapped the granola bar. “Really, I’m feeling better.” I took a bite. It was salty and sweet, and tasted surprisingly good given how stale it was and the expiration date.
 
   “When we get back to the farm, after you get cleaned up, I’d like you to come to the infirmary,” Harper said, his eyes shifting to Peter, then back to me. “Both of you.”
 
   Glancing at Peter, I answered for both of us. “We will, H. I promise.” Peter gave Harper a slight nod, but said nothing.
 
   In true Harper fashion, he leaned forward and kissed my forehead. His concern and relief and exhaustion were unignorable. “As soon as we’re ready to go, we’ll get you settled in the cart.”
 
   As Harper strode away, Chris brought the cart to a stop a couple dozen yards away, and she was all smiles and tears in the moonlight. Shadow, Cookie, Jason’s unnamed horse, Brutus, Poppy, and a couple of the other horses came to an anxious stop behind her. I couldn’t help but smile, happy she was finally here, though my heart dropped a little at not seeing Dani sitting beside her, even though I’d known she wouldn’t be coming. Becca’s prophecy had shackled Dani to the farm regardless of her desire to leave, at least until the baby was born.
 
   Shadow’s head bobbed and white puffs of breath filled the air around the horses as they snorted and pawed, catching their breath. I grinned, happy to see Shadow. I wondered if he’d even noticed that I’d been gone. I couldn’t ask him like Dani could, but that was okay. My connectedness to Peter, my bond with a boy—my brother—whom I’d never met before tonight, seemed strangely similar to what I imagined Dani’s bond might be with Wings and Jack. It was a connection I couldn’t turn off, at least not yet. Peter and I were like two tin cans attached by an unsnippable string.
 
   I was about to climb off the tailgate when I noticed my mom coming over to us. She passed Jake, who carried a duffel bag filled with all of our surviving weapons and belongings from the accident, and they exchanged a long, drawn-out gaze. I could feel his anger toward her and knew he was just barely holding back all he wished he could say to her, even though he wasn’t sure exactly what it was or what he hoped to accomplish. And my mom knew it.
 
   She continued toward Peter and me, Jake’s eyes following her retreating form. I watched his jaw clench in the gray-blue night.
 
   My mom scanned me briefly, head to toe, then looked at Peter. “Sweetheart,” she said, “it’s time to gather your things.” She ran her fingers through his dark, longish hair.
 
   My insides twisted a bit at the endearment in her voice, at her motherly touch. I tried not to let it sadden me. “I called you the sad girl…” Peter’s words resonated more deeply than I’d realized.
 
   Peter jumped off the tailgate with ease and, after my mom gave me a small, timid smile, they walked back toward the plane.
 
   Finally tearing my gaze from her, I noticed Jake walking over to me, a juice box in his hand. I chuckled softly, though it was a tad frail-sounding. I hated feeling so pathetic. “This sucks.”
 
   “Just drink it,” he said, amusement in his tone. “Doctor’s orders.”
 
   “Like I told Harper—I feel better.” The drugs were leaving my system. If anything, I was still in a little bit of a shock from all that had happened in the last few hours. “What I really need is a shower.” I took a sip from the juice box. “Yum, apple juice,” I said dryly, though it did taste good despite my general dislike for it.
 
   “That’s Grade-A,” Jake teased. “Not even expired yet.”
 
   “Oh?” I smiled. “You sure know how to win a girl over.”
 
   With a heart-stopping smile, Jake sat on the tailgate beside me and tucked some of my dirty hair behind my ears.
 
   I leaned my face into the palm of his hand, my eyes closing of their own accord against his bone-thawing heat. I’d missed him, his touch, the sound of his voice.
 
   “Zoe,” he said, and I knew what question was coming; I could see it in his mind. “Did—”
 
   “No,” I said fervently, “they only took my blood. That was the only thing they cared about.”
 
   Jake’s shoulders sagged as some of the tension left his body, and his eyes shifted to the green sleeves of my jacket, to the bruises hidden beneath the leather.
 
   “That’s all they cared about,” I quietly repeated. And it was true. I hadn’t been a person to Randall, only a blood bank.
 
   I vaguely heard Chris talking to the others as Jake’s thumb brushed the side of my face, giving me solace. “You’re with me now,” he said, reassuring us both.
 
   I thought about the first time I’d awoken to find Carl standing with me in an unfamiliar room, and suddenly the whole experience started to feel more real. My vision blurred and my chest tightened. I pictured Tavis’s bloodless face. “I thought you were all dead.” I could hear the fear in my voice, and I shut my eyes. Jake pulled me against him. “I thought that was how things were going to end. After everything…I was so angry…”
 
   “But they didn’t,” he said, his voice assertive and low. “And thanks to your mom and Peter, we found you. And we have Jason back.”
 
   Gently, I pulled away from him and wiped the tears from my eyes. “I know this is hard for you,” I said. “Her, being here. I wish things weren’t so complicated.” I exhaled. “I wish you could meet my parents under normal circumstances.” I tried to laugh, but it was riddled with unease and exhaustion.
 
   Jake offered me a weak smile. “The truth is, Zoe, I don’t know how I feel about all of this, but none of it matters.”
 
   I frowned. The breeze picked up, and I wrapped my arms around myself.
 
   “Of course it’s not easy.” He glanced over at Becca, talking to Peter and my mom. “Re-gens, Crazies, Clara…all of it’s because of her.” Jake looked down at the asphalt a moment before his eyes met mine again. I could feel his thoughts churning around inside his head as he tried to make sense of them all. “But it’s because of her that I’ve been able to save you, that I even met you in the first place. I’m not sure I would’ve otherwise.” He let out a ragged breath.
 
   I’d never thought about his regeneration, and what seemed like our destiny, in that way before.
 
   “So,” he continued, “I guess it’s not as easy as I thought it would be to hate her.” Jake took both of my hands in his, not knowing how happy it made me to hear him say that. “And if it weren’t for Peter this time—” His voice broke. “Yeah,” he exhaled and rubbed his forehead. “It’s a lot to process.”
 
   I wrapped my arms around his neck, pulling him to me. I wanted him close, needed him closer.
 
   “Bizarre doesn’t quite cut it anymore,” he muttered, and I smiled against his neck, choking back a relieved, hopeful sob.
 
   “Thank you,” I whispered, my grip tightening around him. “For not hating her. For not giving up on Jason—for not giving up on me…” I tried and failed not to picture where I would be now, had Jake and everyone not shown up.
 
   “It looked like you had things under control,” Jake said lightly, though I knew it would take him a long time to move past the utter fear and borderline panic the last few days had burrowed inside him.
 
   “I hesitated,” I said, angry with myself. “I felt bad for him.” I cleared my throat. “Besides, I’m not sure how far I would’ve made it before Randall found me and brought me back.” I felt my eyes clouding with tears again, recalling how reluctant I’d been.
 
   Jake pulled away, pinning me with his piercingly determined eyes that had saved me in more ways than he would or could ever know. “You’re alive, that’s all that matters. You’re with me and your family. You’re going home, and you’ll get to see Dani and Sam and…” Once Jake realized the implications of his words, he brushed a stray tear from my cheek. “Harper said Sam’s doing okay. You don’t have to worry about him.”
 
   Jake’s gaze was suddenly vacant as he peered past me, his mind elsewhere. “We buried him,” he said, almost like a confession. I saw images of Tavis’s lifeless body and a freshly covered grave at the base of a giant oak tree. Its branches were naked and sleeping, though I knew they would be green and protective in the months to come.
 
   I nodded, though I felt like weeping.
 
   “We’re ready for you,” Jason said, coming up to us. His lips pursed and his eyes fixed on me, but he said nothing else.
 
   I wiped the remaining dampness from my eyes and slid off the tailgate with Jake’s help.
 
   “I’ll load up our things,” Jake said, leaving me and Jason to walk toward the cart and horses.
 
   “Are you sure you don’t want a transfusion when we get back?” Jason asked. He took my hand in his so I could use him for some added balance as we walked toward Chris, who was making out with Harper at the cart.
 
   “No,” I said, shaking my head. “I’ll be fine. If I was trying to run a marathon or something, maybe, but I think I just need some good ol’ rest. And real food.” I groaned, thinking about food. “Maybe Chris will make me one of her apple pies.” I grinned, trying to reassure him, but it was lost upon him. Jason was distracted, and I knew his thoughts were probably of Dani. “So…are you excited to finally get home?” I asked him, unable to prevent a small, knowing smile at what was to come.
 
   “Yeah,” he said, but there was concern in his voice.
 
   I ignored the fact that his aura—a dull blue—was only faint as I studied him, hoping, for once, his expression would give a little bit more away. “What is it?”
 
   “We’ve been talking, but…” Jason gave me a sidelong glance, then asked, “How’s she doing? I mean really doing? I feel like she’s holding something back.”
 
   I smiled inwardly. “Dani’s okay, Jason.” I squeezed his arm. “At least better than when she thought you were dead—when we all thought you were dead. She was a mess, but now that she knows you’re alive and on your way home…she’s better. And from the sound of it, a lot has happened since we’ve been gone. So, tonight’s dinner conversation should be fairly interesting.” We both looked at our dad as he helped Peter and then our mom into the cart.
 
   “Yeah,” Jason grumbled, “Interesting.” We stopped beside one of the cart’s wheels. Chris’s eyes were gleaming as she wrapped Jason in her arms, seeing him alive and real for the first time in weeks.
 
   When she was finished fussing over him, she turned her attention to me, until finally Harper stepped in and interrupted. “If we don’t get these two home,” he said, motioning to Jason and me, “Dani’s going to have a conniption.”
 
   Chris let out a belly laugh. “Isn’t that the truth.” She motioned to the cart, but just as I was about to climb up, I noticed Shadow standing off to the right, his ears perked up and alert. “Sorry, just one more sec,” I said and took a few wobbly steps over to him.
 
   Shadow gnawed at his bit, and his nostrils flared as he took a step toward me.
 
   “Hey, boy.” I trailed the tip of my finger down his silken muzzle and stepped closer. “It feels like I haven’t seen you in forever.” Kissing the side of his face, I inhaled his scent and thought of the farm. I’m finally going home.
 
   “Who’s riding you tonight?” I asked, not expecting a reply.
 
   “I think that would be me,” Biggs said. He stepped over and patted Shadow’s rump. “If you don’t mind, of course. My horse is still en route back to the farm from Sacramento.”
 
   “Of course you can ride him,” I practically chirped. I was still so happy Biggs had come back he was welcome to ride Shadow as much as he wanted. And then I realized Everett and Ellie would be at home, waiting for us too.
 
   “Come on, Baby Girl. I wasn’t joking when I said Dani’s going to throw a fit. Let’s get you home.”
 
   Biggs grinned at me, and I felt myself smile, really smile, for the first time in what felt like forever.
 
    
 
   ~~~~~
 
    
 
   “How are you feeling?” My mom asked from her seat across from me in the back of the cart. Her eyes, even her tone, were soft…soft, but guarded.
 
   “I’m okay,” I said. “It feels good to be outside, in the fresh air, even though it’s a tad chilly.” I glanced at Peter who sat cross-legged beside her, swaying with each bump in the road. His gaze scoured the landscape of rolling green hills, live oaks, and the wooden fence lines that followed us along the frontage road home. I could sense his curiosity and wonder at all he was experiencing for the first time.
 
   “Your friend, Harper, seems like a good man to have around,” my mom said. “He takes good care of you.”
 
   I nodded. “Yes, he does. Always. But then, we all take good care of each other. That’s what families do.” I hadn’t meant it to be snide, though I felt it’d come out that way.
 
   Eyes fixed on mine, my mom said, “I can see that. I’m happy you and your brother have such good people in your group.”
 
   If that was her underhanded way of telling me Jason and I didn’t need her, I wasn’t biting. I looked at Peter. “It seems like you’d be a good guy to have around, too,” I said. “If it weren’t for you, I don’t know when they would’ve found me.”
 
   Hearing Jake’s baritone, I looked over at him as he spoke to Jason as they rode side by side behind the cart.
 
   “Becca told me about her prophecy—the one about you two,” my mom said, ruminating.
 
   I ran my fingers through my hair and sighed. I hadn’t thought about it in a while. “She’ll die because of you… The woman with the long black hair and teal eyes…you’ll save her, but she’ll die because of you.” I took a much-needed breath. “Yeah, it’s a lot to wrap your mind around. I’ve sort of stopped trying.” I shook my head, thinking about the poisoning… I had died, and Jake had saved me. “I wouldn’t be sitting here right now if I’d never met him.”
 
   She eyed Jake a moment, then said, “He loves you.”
 
   I laughed awkwardly. “Yeah, I know.”
 
   Peter’s focus shifted between Jake and me, like he’d never paid attention before.
 
   My mom’s eyes flicked to Jake again. The way she studied him made me feel sad, though I wasn’t sure why.
 
   I was still having a difficult time feeling her mind, given the fact that the neutralizer hadn’t faded completely yet. But then her gaze slid from Jake to my dad, who was talking and riding alongside Biggs behind them, and I knew.
 
   “Have you two talked yet?” I asked, knowing that would be an intense conversation.
 
   “Not really, no.” She cleared her throat and met my gaze. “Why, has your father said anything to you?”
 
   I shook my head. “But you’ve got to talk to him,” I said, almost pleading. “I’m worried he’ll—” I steadied my breath, trying not to let my resentment for the last twenty years of our lives harden my voice. “You don’t know what it was like for him. If you’re staying, you have to fix things.”
 
   She was silent for a moment, considering something. “There are many relationships that need repairing.” And given the fact that I barely knew my mother, having only really met her under singular circumstances—in a faded memory, under the influence of Clara, and one other time in a dream—I wasn’t sure how she planned on doing that.
 
   “Are you going to try?” I asked, a little too hopeful.
 
   “Does that mean we’re staying with them, at the farm?” Peter asked, and the loving mother she was, she grabbed his hand and held it in her lap.
 
   “I’m not sure yet, sweetheart.” Her gaze shifted to my dad again. “I’m not sure.”
 
   I wasn’t expecting that answer, and my heartbeat quickened. “Where else would you go?” I knew Peter had a better chance with all of us than he did anywhere else outside the Colony. I didn’t say that though, not with him sitting there, hopeful, like me.
 
   “Can you possibly go any slower, Zo?” Dani’s voice was sharp with unbridled anticipation. “I’ve been waiting for you to get back here for hours…”
 
   “We’re almost there—”
 
   The sound of barking dogs stole my attention.
 
   “You’re here!”
 
   I peered around Chris and Sanchez in the cart’s driver seat to see the outline of the farm, still shed in darkness, come into view. Chris steered us through the gate, where we were greeted by Jack and Cooper bounding our way…and Dani and Annie. They stopped at the driveway as Grayson and Carlos strode out from the farmhouse, cradling babies in their arms and Sam following slowly behind them. Dani looked close to bouncing in place, biting her lip as she impatiently waited for our approach.
 
   “We’re home,” I breathed and smiled at Peter, but when my eyes met my mom’s, my smile faltered. She looked petrified. “Everything will be fine,” I said, a little louder than a whisper so she could hear me.
 
   She met my gaze and gave me a single, curt nod before she swallowed and looked around at the homestead we’d created for ourselves. I could imagine she’d never seen anything like it before, not without holding cells and concrete rooms where people were experimented on and tortured.
 
   “I promise.” I smiled, trying my best to reassure her.
 
   The cart came to a halt in front of the barn, and everyone began to move in a rush. My gaze went instantly to Dani. She rocked back on her heels, her hands in her pockets and her eyes gleaming as her gaze met Jason’s. He was off his unnamed horse in an instant and striding toward her. Dani met him in the middle and was in his arms before Grayson could even help me out of the cart. There was an orchestra of greetings and hugs, tears and laughter as the dream of being home became real.
 
   But my growing smile faltered when I saw Sam. His eyes were shimmering, his chin quivering as he surveyed the group. It was like he’d hoped it wasn’t true, that he would find Tavis among those of us returning home. When his pale eyes met mine, the saddest I’d ever seen them, I lost what was left of my strength.
 
   “Sam,” I rasped, barely able to take a few steps before I nearly fell to my knees in front of him. “I’m so sorry,” I said, wishing I could rewind everything and make Tavis stay behind—that I hadn’t promised Sam I’d bring Tavis back to him, safe and sound.
 
   Sam didn’t say anything, his eyes fixed on me until he ran into my arms.
 
   “I’m so sorry,” I repeated, yearning for him to feel my words, to believe them as he sobbed, inconsolable, in my arms.
 
   “I know.” He hiccupped and gripped me tighter.
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   For the first time in weeks, I felt whole. Complete. The empty places in my heart that could be filled, were. More so, even; they were full to bursting. I choked back a joyful sob and gripped the back of Jason’s jacket more tightly. It was the same one he’d been wearing the last time I’d seen him. I inhaled deeply, breathing him in. He smelled the same, too—like him.
 
   And as I clung to him in the wee hours of the morning, pale moonlight and all of our family and friends surrounding us, I realized that part of me had expected him to come back different, after all he’d been through…but he hadn’t. He was the same Jason. My Jason.
 
   “Red…” One of his arms was wrapped all the way around the back of me, his hand clutching my side like he was trying to fuse us together. His other hand was buried in my hair, and he pressed his lips against the top of my head. “God, I missed you.” His breath heated my scalp, and the yearning in his voice warmed my heart. “Red…God…”
 
   I made a squeaking noise and nodded against his chest, neither of us ready or willing to put any physical distance between us just yet. “For a while there, I really thought you were dead,” I said, my voice thick with emotion. I was coming to understand that while being happy was a lovely feeling, happiness that piggybacked extreme fear and sadness was the greatest feeling in all the world. And I hoped to never, ever feel this kind of happiness again. The up and down—it was too much.
 
   Jason’s arms shook as he tightened his hold on me. “I know.” He inhaled and exhaled heavily. “I wish…I just wish it hadn’t been so—so…” He paused, struggling for the right words. “I don’t know—so hard, I guess.”
 
   I squeezed my eyes shut. Jason wasn’t vociferous, but he always knew what to say, at least when something needed to be said. He always had a snappy comeback or a sharp retort. It was so strange to hear him struggling to voice his thoughts. Me, on the other hand, I struggled plenty. Which was why, once again, the only response I could manage was a nod and a muffled “I love you so much.”
 
   Jason’s fingers tangled in my hair, pulling a bit, but I hardly cared. “God, if anything happened to you…if you’d pulled the trigger when Cole made you put the gun—” His whole body was shaking now. “He was so close to killing you…to making you—”
 
   “But I’m okay,” I said, forcing myself to pull away enough that I could look up at him. “Somehow, amazingly, despite everything, we’re both here. We’re both home. We’re both okay.” I beamed up at him. I’d been wrong; it was possible to feel even happier. I knew it, because I felt an unbelievable surge of joy as I drew in the breath to tell him, “We’re better than okay, Jason.” I cleared my throat, my lips shaking and eyes stinging. “I—I’m pregnant.”
 
   For the briefest moment, Jason’s eyes lit up, but the light—the anticipation and excitement and joy—faded so quickly, I almost doubted I’d seen it at all. He searched my eyes. “The documents from the Colony,” he said slowly, carefully, “they said…none of the babies lived…and some of the mothers died, too.”
 
   I was shaking my head before he could finish. “They’re different,” I explained. “None of them are like us—or like you, I suppose. I’ve been over this a dozen times with Harper and Gabe. Your cells are already genetically stable, remember? And Becca said the baby would be safe so long as I stayed on the farm, so…” I shrugged. “Becca’s never wrong.”
 
   Jason’s eyes narrowed.
 
   I rolled my eyes. “If it’ll make you feel better, we can ask your mom about it later. She’s the expert on all of this, so—oh!” I squeaked.
 
   Jason released me and captured my hand, wasting no time in leading me toward the cart, where Dr. Wesley was standing with Gabe and a teenage boy who could only be her youngest child, Peter. Both mother and son looked more than a little lost, though Gabe appeared to be trying to acclimate them to life on the farm with words and enthusiastic hand gestures alone.
 
   “Dani’s pregnant,” Jason said as we closed the distance to the trio. And he didn’t speak quietly. Around us, excited voices quieted and eyes turned our way. I caught Chris’s, and glanced at the stable. No telepathy necessary; she picked up on my silent request for privacy and quickly rounded up the humans and horses and herded them toward the stable door to start getting the animals settled in for the night, or rather, for the morning.
 
   By the time I looked at Dr. Wesley, her attention was entirely on me. “Congratulations are in order, then.” She bowed her head, her sleek, gray-streaked black bob swaying.
 
   I indicated Jason, hovering beside me, with a flick of my eyes. “He’s, er, concerned about it…because of the results of Project Eden.”
 
   “Ah,” Dr. Wesley said, nodding sagely. “Those results don’t apply to you.” She scanned the rest of our companions, who were halfway to the stable. “Your friends, yes, they’ll have fertility troubles for a while yet, but you two, you should be fine.” She frowned. “Of course, there are the normal childbearing issues to worry about, but…” She shook her head and focused on Jason. “With Gabriel and Harper here to look out for Danielle, she should be fine.”
 
   “And you,” I said, eyeing her quizzically. When she didn’t respond, I quickly changed the subject before the elephant in the driveway could become too obtrusive. “So you see,” I said, looking at Jason. “I told you. I’ll be fine.” I placed my hand on my belly. “We’ll be fine.”
 
   And as wonder slowly transformed Jason’s scarred face, a high-pitched squeal sped our way.
 
   “Sorry!” Chris called from the stable door. “Couldn’t hold her back.”
 
   I laughed as Annie flung herself at Jason. She practically climbed up his body, clinging to his neck and waist like a spider monkey as Jason wrapped his arms around her. “ImissedyouImissedyouImissedyouImissedyouI—”
 
   “Missed you, too, munchkin,” Jason said, closing his eyes and smiling. He extended one of his hands toward me and pulled me against his side. “So much.”
 
    
 
   ~~~~~
 
    
 
   “You shouldn’t be out here doing this, Zo,” I said, taking the armful of bridles from her with minimal resistance and walking them to the extra hooks we’d drilled into the wall of the tack room months ago. I hung the leather and metal contraptions up one by one.
 
   “Well, neither should you,” Zoe said, somewhat grumpily. Barely fifteen minutes had passed since she and the others had returned, and she already looked like the walking dead, she was so beat.
 
   I glanced over my shoulder in time to see her plop onto one of the extra hay bales we’d stacked in here for the winter. They looked like they were made of shimmering gold in the dim lantern light.
 
   Zoe caught my eye and cringed, just a little. “Sorry,” she said, sighing. “I know I’m in shitty shape right now, but you know I hate feeling useless.” She rubbed her eyes and laid her head back against the edge of a second-level hay bale. “I hate that everyone’s exhausted and unpacking anyway at four in the fucking morning, and it’s all because of me and my apparent need to be a goddamn damsel in distress all the time.”
 
   I could hear the frustration in her voice, threatening tears. Closing my eyes, I hung my head briefly, hating hearing Zoe sound so weak. She was the stronger of the two of us, the one with a backbone of steel and a razor-sharp tongue. She was the one who pushed me to keep going, who could convince me to want to keep fighting, who would find a way, who would make things work, no matter what. It was her courage, her strength that inspired me. And when she was like this, deflated and defeated and somehow lost, I felt lost, too.
 
   With a deep breath, I hung the last bridle on an iron hook and turned around. “Oh, Zo…” I sat beside her, which was a minor feat in and of itself, considering how poky some of the renegade straws of hay were, and hooked my arm around her waist. “It’s okay. You’re home now. Everyone’s home and safe and it’s all okay. We’re all okay.”
 
   She rested her head on my shoulder just in time for me to feel the first jerky convulsion as she lost her battle against tears. “I—I’m so so—sorry,” she said miserably.
 
   “Zo…” I raised my other hand to stroke her unusually tangled and grimy hair, not caring one bit that she was far from clean. “None of what happened was your fault.”
 
   She hiccupped. “But—”
 
   “I’m sorry,” I interrupted. “But did you slap a fake memory onto my mind or kidnap Jason? Did you lay the trap that caused the car crash?” I laughed bitterly. “Did you tell Tavis to drag you away from the accident or pull the trigger or ask those assholes to abduct you and tie you up and steal your blood? Did you—”
 
   “Alright, D,” Zoe said, sniffing and laughing morosely. “I get it. You can stop bludgeoning me with sarcasm.”
 
   I smiled, just a little, and looked up at the ceiling, eyes stinging again. Damn my stupid pregnancy hormones for making me constantly on the verge of crying.
 
   Zoe laughed once more, and there was actually some amusement in the sound this time. Pulling away, she wiped her eyes while looking at me sidelong. “Please, D, like you wouldn’t be about to cry right now otherwise. Sure…blame the poor, defenseless unborn baby.”
 
   I barked a laugh and felt a sudden, rush of relief. It always amazed me how laughter could wash misery away like a wave smoothing out footprints in sand. Smiling at Zoe, I fished a handkerchief out of my pocket and handed it to her. “You’ve got some wayward snot…”
 
   Her eyes went wide, and then she smacked my arm. “Smart-ass!” But she did take the hanky.
 
   I pursed my lips, suppressing a grin. “Go to bed, Zo. You look like crap.”
 
   She glared at me, but her Caribbean-blue eyes sparkled with laughter. “I feel like crap.” She stood shakily, almost falling back onto the bale of hay. “But I have to stop by the infirmary first—H’s orders.”
 
   I jumped up and supported her with an arm around her waist. “You’re not collapsing on my watch. Let’s get you into the house.”
 
   Zoe started to run her fingers through her hair and paused mid-action, her eyes fixed on the raw marks around her wrist, before she pulled a strand of hair out and stared at it. She sighed. “I think I need to wash up first,” she said and wrinkled her nose.
 
   “Well, I wasn’t going to mention it, but…”
 
   “Hey!” She feigned offense and nudged my shoulder.
 
   I laughed, a good, loud belly laugh. “Why don’t I hand you off to Jake?” I said, pointing toward the solemn man in question with my chin as he entered the stable carrying a saddle. “I love you, Zo, but I’m sure he’d appreciate seeing you all naked and soapy much more than I would.”
 
   Zoe rolled her eyes as I transferred her into Jake’s much more capable hands, trading him for the saddle. As I carried it back to the tack room, I heard Zoe call out, “Jason! Go rescue your wife! She’s carrying heavy things in the stable!”
 
   Shaking my head, I grinned. I was almost to the tack room when I heard the rush of footsteps as Jason jogged toward me. “Red…”
 
   “Jason,” I said, drawing out his name and continuing on my way. With a faint grunt, I hoisted the saddle onto its stand and turned to face my towering husband. He stood a few yards away, arms crossed over his broad chest. “What?” I mirrored his pose, leather creaking as I leaned back against the saddle.
 
   For seconds, we stood on either side of the small tack room, staring at each other. Slowly, Jason reached behind himself and shut the door, never taking his eyes off me.
 
   “Jason…” I drawled again.
 
   He started across the room, closing the distance between us slowly, like a predator stalking prey.
 
   My heartbeat thudded in my chest, my pulse suddenly racing. “We’re in the stable,” I said, swallowing roughly.
 
   “I don’t care.”
 
   “Anyone could walk in.” My mind wasn’t focused on much beyond Jason, but I managed a fleeting thought of gratitude that Carlos had moved Vanessa up into his room while we’d waited for the others to return.
 
   “They’ll understand.”
 
   Suddenly, Jason’s lips were on mine, his hips pressed against mine, and I no longer cared where we were or who walked in or what someone might see. I only cared about getting closer to him. In that moment, I only cared about loving him.
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   What had only been a handful of hours since we left Sacramento felt like a never-ending, muddled day of obscure conversations and a rainstorm of emotions. The cool water of the outside shower was exactly what I needed to resuscitate my mind and body, despite the breezy, dusky morning. Complete exhaustion was one thing, but fuzzy senses were unsettling.
 
   Tugging on the water cord, I let the brisk waterfall run down my face, over my back, and down my legs, rinsing away what remained of that room, of that bed…of that not-so-distant nightmare. The fact that things could’ve been worse wasn’t lost upon me, but it still left me feeling uneasy in my own skin. Somehow the crisp water made me feel better, for once, and helped keep my emotions in check, despite my intermittent shivering.
 
   The sound of someone at the entrance to the shower startled me. “Christ!” I shrieked and attempted to cover the most private parts of my exposed body.
 
   “Just me,” Jake said. He took in my alarmed expression as he stepped inside, a towel draped over each shoulder. “Sorry,” he said with a barely there smirk. “You snuck out of the house pretty quickly. I thought you might need one of these”—he hung the towels over the fence—“and maybe some help.” His partial smile hardened and his eyes narrowed on my arms and wrists, then moved up my neck to the right side of my face…then the left.
 
   I knew exactly what he was staring at; I could feel Randall’s handprints, still tender on my cheeks and jaw. I’d seen myself through Jake’s eyes—through everyone’s—enough to know the bruising looked pretty bad.
 
   “Thanks for the towel,” I said, trying to dissolve his quiet concern. “That will definitely come in handy.”
 
   Jake dipped his chin, his eyes fixed on mine, thoughtful. “Why didn’t you let Chris draw you a warm bath?”
 
   I lifted an indifferent shoulder and refocused on my shower. “It’s too crowded in the house right now,” I said. “I needed some space.” I pulled the handle again so I could splash water on my face and ran my fingers through my wet hair. I fought my teeth from chattering, but I was feeling more and more normal by the minute.
 
   Realizing Jake was still standing there, expectant, I glanced at him. The fixedness of his gaze had thawed and he lifted his eyebrow. “Mind if I join you?” He held up the body wash I’d forgotten, and a washcloth. “I’ll make it worth your while.” He offered me a small grin.
 
   I couldn’t refuse that smile, and I didn’t want to. Jake’s calm, steady demeanor was a welcome respite from the ebb and flow of overstimulated emotions in the house. “Worth my while? In that case,” I said with a soft chuckle. “Of course you can join me. But it’s freezing, just so ya know.”
 
   “Exactly why I wondered why you were out here.” Jake pulled his T-shirt off over his head, removed his shorts, and stepped toward the water. Briefly, I remembered our first semi-naked encounter in the locker room at Fort Knox.
 
   “Why are you smiling?” he asked, one eyebrow arched in question.
 
   My smile broadened. “No reason.” I splashed more water on my face and stepped aside so he could rinse off. Unlike Sanchez, my dad, Gabe, and Becca, who all had scrapes and some bruising, Jake’s body was unmarred. The only remnant of him being injured at all was the dried dirt and blood that caked certain areas of his skin. He set the body wash on the ground. “Feeling a little overwhelmed?” he asked, wiping water from his face.
 
   All the talking and questions and emotions had definitely been that—overwhelming—after days of mostly silence and solitude. My feelings and those of everyone else felt intensified, especially now that we were all together. “You could say that,” I said. I eyed the faintly pulsing aura around him.
 
   Leaning into the water, Jake scrubbed the top of his head. I watched as chills broke out over his skin, and when he noticed me watching him, he stopped mid-scrub. “What is it?”
 
   I shrugged. “You’re just glowing a tad,” I said, half-jokingly. Though I wasn’t sure glowing was the right word. “That’s all.”
 
   His eyes widened a smidge before narrowing on me again. “You never really did explain that to me.” Which was true; he’d been gone so much after Jason’s disappearance I had to wonder what other developments he might’ve missed, though nothing in particular came to mind.
 
   I crouched for the shampoo I’d actually remembered to bring, but Jake grabbed it before I could and shook his head. He stepped aside, guiding me back under the streaming water. “There’s not much to tell, really,” I began. He squirted some of the shampoo into his hand, and I tilted my head slightly back out of habit and shut my eyes. “I thought I saw it around you once, but now it seems pretty constant. I’m not sure how to turn it off yet.” I nearly groaned as Jake’s fingers massaged my head, and I wanted to melt. When I opened my eyes, he was listening intently. “Everyone has a color, except for Dani.” I smirked. “She has two. Becca doesn’t have one either, none of the Re-gens do.”
 
   “An aura, huh?” He maneuvered me back under the water and helped me rinse my hair.
 
   I shrugged again, meeting his gaze as he peered down at me. “That’s sort of what Gabe and I talked about. He thinks it has something to do with my Ability seeing emotions, not just feeling them. But it’s all theory at this point.”
 
   “What’s my color?” he asked, and his eyes sparkled. “Pink?”
 
   I couldn’t help the incredulous scrunch of my face as I shook my head. “No. Not pink,” I said. “Though that would be funny.”
 
   “Not really,” he said and furrowed his brow as he imagined it.
 
   My growing smile widened as I studied his aura for a moment. It was a slightly effervescent mixture of burnt orange and scarlet red. “Yours is sort of crimson,” I said, chewing my lip in contemplation.
 
   Jake opened the body wash to squirt some into the washcloth in his hand. “That’s got to be weird, seeing people glowing all the time.”
 
   “I’m definitely still getting used to it,” I admitted. “But if it’s anything like emotions and memories, I can probably turn it off, eventually.” The moment his sudsy hands began to lather soap on my shoulders, back, and arms, my eyes closed again of their own accord, and I felt the tension in my muscles disperse. “That feels…so…good…” I groaned.
 
   Jake chuckled. “Good.” His hands were strong but gentle, and soft despite the roughness of his fingertips. And like the cleansing, frigid water that cascaded down my skin, his touch was soothing.
 
   “I’m surprised you’re not shrieking and wiggling around,” he said with a hint of laughter. I knew he was thinking about when he’d dunked me in the Arkansas River back in Colorado. I didn’t have to see him to know he was smiling.
 
   “Why? Because the water’s cool and you wish you could taunt me some more?” I said dryly. “Not this time. This is just what I needed.”
 
   We were quiet for a moment, the sound of the water rushing over my ears and the feeling of Jake’s hands on my body keeping me distracted and my mind still. “How’s Sam?” I finally asked. “Is he doing any better?” I’d left him alone in his room per his request.
 
   “I’m sure he’ll be okay, Zoe,” Jake said. “It helps that he has all of us. He knows he’s not alone.”
 
   Jake’s gentle, attentive, methodical scrubbing on my back stopped, and he picked up my hand to scrub my arm. He studied the angry, red wound on my bicep. I hadn’t re-bandaged it since Harper had examined it, wanting to clean it off before I covered it back up.
 
   “What did Harper say?” Jake asked, eyeing the pink, irritated skin around it. It was difficult for him to see wounds on me, on any of us, really, because it was so easy for him to heal.
 
   “He said I’ll be fine. It’s a deep cut, something in the van—when it rolled—but I’m okay. I promise.” I squeezed his hand. “I’m not going to break. It’s not infected. I’m fine.”
 
   Jake squirted more body wash onto the washcloth and slowly began to massage my hand, then the skin around my raw wrists and up my eggplant-colored arm. “I don’t think this is a good color for me,” I teased, but Jake ignored me.
 
   “Are you sure you don’t want a transfusion?”
 
   I shook my head. “Not unless there’s something really wrong with me. You’re not a damn blood machine.”
 
   He didn’t look away from my arm as he gently cleaned around the cut.
 
   “I’m sorry,” I said, knowing it bothered him that he couldn’t help me, only because I wouldn’t let him. “But you know how I feel about this. I just spent the last four days hooked up to machines that were sucking the life right out of me. Why would I want to do that to you, especially when it’s not necessary?”
 
   “You know it’s not the same,” he said, his voice flat. He was frustrated with me, and I couldn’t blame him. If our roles were reversed, I’d want to help him, too, but I just wanted to heal on my own.
 
   I scoured his body, knowing I wouldn’t find a bullet wound, but wondering where he’d been shot all the same.
 
   “The chest,” he said, eyeing me sideways. “I’m fine.”
 
   “I know,” I said. I couldn’t help but worry, no matter how perfect he looked.
 
   “Like I said,” he grumbled. “It’s not the same.”
 
   “If my cut gets worse,” I said, “or I don’t start feeling better soon, I’ll let you know, okay? I promise.”
 
   Jake’s eyes cut to mine, then he pulled the shower lever. “It’s your choice.”
 
   With a final, shivering rinse, I pivoted around, needing to break the tension between us. “Your turn,” I said, eyebrows dancing. “You know you want me to scrub your baaack,” I sang. “And fast, because I’m starting to freeze, I think.”
 
   Jake conceded. His mouth quirked in a sultry smile, and he quickly turned around. I lathered up a handful of body wash on the washcloth.
 
   “Apricot, my favorite,” he drawled, and I couldn’t help but laugh.
 
   Rising on tiptoes, I gripped his shoulders and kissed the side of his face. “What’s wrong, you don’t like smelling fruity?”
 
   “Oh, I love it.” He dropped his head so I could scrub around his neck and down his back. “I didn’t see any soap in your stash,” he said, “so Dani lent that to me before she and Jason shut themselves up in the cottage. Don’t use it all, it might be her favorite one or something.”
 
   I barked a laugh. “It’s not, and even if it was, she and Jason will probably never emerge from their little haven again anyway. She won’t miss it.” Remembering Jason’s expression when Dani told him about the baby—the pure joy and excitement that lit up his face—I wasn’t sure he would ever let her out of his sight again. “I wonder what they’re going to name her,” I thought aloud. I guided Jake back a couple steps into the falling water.
 
   “Her?”
 
   “Yeah, Dani says it’s a girl.” I washed the suds from his back. “Do you think she’ll name her after Grams, or maybe Callie?”
 
   “Who’s Callie?” Jake asked, but I waved his question away, too busy wondering.
 
   “Her old roommate. Maybe she’ll name her after her mom, Ceara.”
 
   “Maybe,” Jake said. He shook out the water from his hair and scooted over so I could rinse off one final time. The water stopped just as I finished. “Or,” Jake continued, “maybe they’ll want to start a family without being tied to painful memories of the past. Maybe they’ll pick a new name.”
 
   I nodded. “It’s possible. That’s what I would do.”
 
   I wrung the excess water from my hair, still thinking, when blurred images of children—our children—flooded my mind. My eyes widened, and I looked at Jake.
 
   He handed me my towel, but I was frozen. He frowned. “Why do you keep looking at me like that?”
 
   “You—” I pointed at him. “You want to have kids.” I’m not sure why, but I was shocked. There was always a chance it could happen, but we were careful; I guess I assumed it was for a reason.
 
   Jake’s expression softened. “Of course I do,” he said, catching me a little off guard. We hadn’t talked about kids, ever. In fact, we never really talked about us and our future, let alone a family. We just sort of…were. His expression tensed again. “Don’t you?”
 
   I let out a nervous laugh. “I don’t know. I mean, I like kids, other people’s kids…”
 
   Jake was confused. Images of me and the twins and Annie and Sam flashing in his mind, of his plea for us to settle down and start a new life here. He was revisiting memories of me, like he was making sure he hadn’t missed something—a conversation or a look, a sign, anything.
 
   Though Jake’s expression was calm and thoughtful, I felt a spike of nervousness in him, too. It was the most surprisingly endearing thing I’d ever experienced before. He really wanted a family…with me. And suddenly I felt a little nervous and even a tad giddy.
 
   Wrapping my towel around me, I stepped into him. I studied his face, his shrewd copper-colored eyes and how they searched mine. “I didn’t realize a family was so important to you. I mean, I should have. I think you’d be a wonderful father.” His eyes held mine, still unsure what to think. “I’ve just been living so much in the present I sort of forgot that we get to have a future together, too.”
 
   The small furrow in his brow lessened.
 
   Brushing a light kiss against his lips, I said, “Just because I haven’t really thought about it, that doesn’t mean I don’t want to, Jake. It’s just—”
 
   Everett, I thought it was by the sound of his hiccupped wails, began crying inside the farmhouse. I squeezed my eyes shut, forgetting the “perks” to having baby twins around, plus Dani’s baby girl on the way.
 
   “It’s just,” I said, starting again, “that there’s a lot going on right now, and I think we have enough babies in the house for the time being, don’t you?”
 
   Jake let out a steadying breath, wincing a bit as Everett’s crying grew louder. “Yes,” he said. “Staggering them a bit would be good.”
 
   We both laughed, and Jake wrapped his arms around me, pressing a long, gentle kiss against my lips before he let go.
 
   “Hey,” I said, as he was about to step away. “I’m serious. You and me”—I peered down at my nonexistent watch like I often did—“a year or two from now.” I pointed up to our bedroom window and lifted my eyebrows playfully.
 
   Jake smiled and kissed me again before we began to dress in our clean clothes.
 
   “I can see it now,” I said. “Me waddling around with a giant white belly.” I tugged my sweatpants on, suppressing a groan at the comfort of having my own clothes, soft and clean against my skin.
 
   “That’ll be a sight to behold,” Jake joked, and I playfully smacked his arm.
 
   “That’s right. And you better learn how to make ice cream…and pickles.”
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   We slept late into the afternoon, having finally crawled into bed sometime after four in the morning, and I woke feeling like I’d been asleep for weeks. I lay in bed, snuggled against Jason and warm and cozy under Grams’s quilt, utterly content. Sharing my bed with Jason was something I’d doubted I would ever experience again. But there he was, right where he belonged.
 
   I could feel him playing with my hair, winding this or that curl through and around his fingers. I exhaled contentedly. I loved how much he enjoyed playing with my hair. It was soothing beyond belief, and on this particularly lazy afternoon, it threatened to lull me back to sleep.
 
   A low, deep chuckle vibrated in Jason’s chest. “I thought you’d never wake up.”
 
   I stuck out my lower lip and craned my neck to look at his face, resting my chin on his chest. “Awww…were you getting bored?”
 
   He pressed his lips together in an obvious attempt to avoid smiling and sighed dramatically. “So bored.” His eyes shone with mischief. “Until you started talking in your sleep…”
 
   I groaned and buried my face in the crevice between his arm and his torso.
 
   “Careful, Red, you’re verging on armpit territory…”
 
   I snorted into the fleshy void. “What did I say this time? Anything remotely coherent?”
 
   “Let’s see…there was something about a snake in the bathroom and the sun going out in the ocean…” He paused for a moment, and I lifted my head to watch his expression as he made fun of me. Over our months on the farm, this had become another of his favorite things to do when we lay in bed, working up the nerve to actually rise and shine and join the others. “Oh, and you sounded pretty upset about losing your library card.” He laughed. “You said you wouldn’t be able to find the animals without it.”
 
   “Ah…” I flopped onto my back, laughing. “I knew my library card was still good for something.” Jason started to sit up, and I touched my fingertips to his arm. “Where are you going?”
 
   He looked at me, his eyes eager. “Nowhere,” he said, drawing the covers down to my hips and scooting around so he could rest his head on my abdomen. “I want to see if I can hear it.”
 
   “Her,” I said, lifting my head to smile down at him and combing my fingers through his short, dark hair. I was trying my hardest to ignore the fact that I needed to pee.
 
   Jason’s eyes widened. “You think it’s a girl?”
 
   My smile grew into a grin, and I laid my head back on the pillow. “I don’t think; I know. We have a connection, she and I…it’s got to be something to do with our Abilities. It’s something I want to ask your mom about, but so far, it’s become pretty apparent that she’s going to have a combination of our Abilities. She’s been nulling me while I sleep—so I can sleep. That started several days ago, and I couldn’t be more grateful to her.”
 
   Jason pressed his lips to my belly. “It’s amazing.” His whiskers tickled my sensitive skin, and I squirmed. He turned his head to the side, once again resting his ear on my abdomen. “She’s amazing.”
 
   I nodded, grinning like an idiot as some of his awe poured into me. “She is. Our amazing little girl.” Sensing two familiar minds heading our way, I glanced at the door. “Speaking of…”
 
   The doorknob turned, and the door inched inward. Like they were part of a bi-species comedy duo, Annie and Jack stuck their heads through the opening, one right on top of the other.
 
   “Hey sweetie…Sweet Boy,” I said, waving for them to join us.
 
   They didn’t waste any time. The bed dipped and shook as the small girl and larger dog quite literally jumped up and quickly found the best, most obtrusive ways to join the snuggle-fest. Jack claimed the still-warm space Jason had abandoned moments earlier and settled in, resting his chin on my shoulder. His black nose was about a millimeter from my jaw.
 
   “Don’t do it,” I said, trying not to laugh when his dark little doggy eyebrows rose and he emitted the most pathetic whimper. “Jack…”
 
   My dog whined again, his tail thumping a despondently slow rhythm against the mattress.
 
   I rolled my eyes. “Fine, but just one.”
 
   Jack’s tail picked up pace, thumping in triple time, and he licked the entire side of my face.
 
   Annie squealed her approval and delight, I cringed and wiped my cheek on the pillow case, and Jason laughed. It started as a low chuckle, but it quickly gained strength until it became a whirlwind of amusement, of happiness, that I couldn’t avoid. The three of us laughed for what felt like hours, and when we’d finally quieted, we let out a collective, contented sigh.
 
   “We should get up,” Jason said, reluctance dangling from each word. “There’s work to do. The farm won’t run itself.”
 
   Boy was he right. Much as we’d tried to maintain the place, too many tasks had gone undone since his abduction. We’d put so much effort and manpower into searching for him that it had been impossible not to neglect some of our duties around the farm.
 
   I nodded and planted a smacking kiss on the top of Annie’s head. “Alright, troops. Up and at ’em.”
 
    
 
   ~~~~~
 
    
 
   The sun was just sinking behind the hills to the west of the farm when the four of us walked into the farmhouse through the mudroom door and were smacked in the face with delicious smells. There were, by almost anyone’s count, too many cooks in the kitchen with Becca, Chris, Biggs, Sanchez, Camille, and Grayson hustling about.
 
   Annie and Jack ran ahead, the tiny wild child all but attacking Zoe, who was reclining on the couch in the living room, Cooper snuggled in beside her. Jason and I paused in the mudroom doorway, basking in the controlled chaos filling the home’s living space.
 
   Multiple pairs of quick footsteps pounded down the stairs, and a few seconds later, Jake and Gabe entered the kitchen. They headed straight for us, Jake passing by with a nod of hello for both Jason and me, and Gabe flashing a grin and offering a quick “About time you joined the party.”
 
   Confused, I watched him follow Jake into the mudroom and join his old friend in hunting through the jackets cluttering the coat hooks on the wall.
 
   “Let us know when the oven’s hot enough!” Chris called after them right before the back door swung shut. She caught my eye and winked. “We’re having pies tonight to celebrate the grand homecoming.”
 
   “So much for getting back to work,” Jason said. He leaned down and planted a soft kiss on my cheek, then made his way toward Zoe, who was now buried under two dogs and a small-ish child.
 
   Smiling and shaking my head, I went the other direction, stopping at the kitchen island, just opposite Chris. I watched her stir a batter of some sort in one of the enormous wooden bowls Tom had crafted months ago, using one of the wooden spoons he’d made around the same time. “Cornbread?” I guessed, based on the batter’s yellow color. My stomach grumbled eagerly. My appetite hadn’t just returned, it had reawakened with a vengeance.
 
   I’d directed my question at Chris, but it was Becca who answered despite being elbow-deep in a mass of spinach and other veggies in a giant wooden bowl of her own. “Yes, and there’s pot roast cooking in the hearth, and some acorn squash and potatoes roasting, too.” She grinned, clearly taking pride in her work as our head cook. Sarah had taught her well.
 
   “Sounds like a feast,” I said, my stomach voicing its excitement in a full-on growl this time. I glanced around the room once more, noting several significant absences, and I couldn’t hold back my curiosity. “Tom and Dr. Wesley…?”
 
   “Tom’s out in his shop,” Chris said, still mixing. “And Anna’s upstairs, resting with Peter in our room.”
 
   “Oh.” Bummer. I’d been hoping to talk to her about what to expect when expecting a baby with Abilities. “So, what can I do to help?”
 
   “The usual,” Chris said, glancing to the large farm table nearby. “Set the table and fill up water glasses?”
 
   I shrugged. “Okeydokey.” I wasn’t as bad at cooking as I used to be, but the only meal I was usually allowed to help actually prepare was breakfast…when breakfast was oatmeal or grits or some other generally gruel-like concoction. It was hard to screw up gruel.
 
   As I made my way around the kitchen island toward the end cupboard that held the glasses and dishes, I caught movement out of the corner of my eye. I glanced at the mouth of the hallway, then froze and did a double take when I saw who was standing there—Vanessa and Carlos.
 
   I hadn’t known we were doing this tonight. Wasn’t it too soon? Didn’t Vanessa need more time? She’d been so distraught, literally inconsolable since she’d been, well, cured.
 
   Apparently not, because Vanessa stood in the doorway, seemingly unfazed by all of the eyes on her. She looked pretty in the periwinkle wool sweater I’d given to Carlos for her. Her hair was wavy and so long that it almost reached her waist, and it was so dark that it appeared black except for where the candlelight filling the room hit it just right, making it shimmer a dark, almost red-brown, like it was sprinkled with crushed garnets.
 
   Carlos stood behind his older sister, hands on her shoulders. His eyes were opened wide—nerves, I thought—but his jaw was set.
 
   “Well, shit, Carlos,” Chris said, setting down her oversized spoon and wiping her hands on the front of her apron. “I wish you’d told me you two were planning to do this right now. I would’ve prepared everyone first.” She looked around the room and shrugged. “Just so you all know, Dani and I accidentally cured Vanessa…”
 
   The mudroom door opened and shut, and two pairs of heavy footsteps sounded on the hardwood floor, then stopped, I assumed because Jake and Gabe realized what they’d just walked into. In the shadowy hallway behind Carlos and Vanessa, I could see Mase, watching with interest.
 
   Carlos shook his head. “It wasn’t like that. I didn’t know she was going to—”
 
   “I’m sorry,” Vanessa said, back straight and head high. “It’s my fault. I just…now that everyone’s here, I wanted to apologize for, well”—she lifted her shoulders, then let them drop—“for everything.” After that, her words tumbled out in a rush. “I mean, I know I was a huge pain in the ass and you were all afraid of me and what I might do if I got loose, and I just couldn’t sit up in Carlos’s room a second longer knowing that any of you still thought of me like that crazy animal person I was.”
 
   She looked around the room, examining each of our faces. Her gaze lingered on Annie, cuddled up with Zoe and the dogs, then settled on me. “I know I won’t ever be able to say I’m sorry enough, but I really am. You can’t know what it was like—what they were like, always whispering and nagging and pushing and pushing and pushing and never shutting up.” She shook her head, eyes shining. “It’s like they were the worst, most paranoid parts of me walking around, dressed up like people I loved. The things they would say…”
 
   “It’s alright, hon,” Chris said, starting to make her way around the island.
 
   “No.” Vanessa held her hand up. “I want to finish. I need to finish.” She took a deep breath, eyes scanning us all once again. This time her focus settled on Zoe. “You can see what people think, their most hidden, ugly thoughts, right?”
 
   “Well, I…” Zoe exchanged a look with her brother. “I don’t really…yeah, I can.”
 
   Vanessa’s eyes widened. “Doesn’t everyone have those crazy thoughts that they can’t control? You know, like when you’re riding in a car and you’re like, ‘I could totally open the door right now and just roll out,’ stuff like that.” Her eyes lowered to the floor. “Or like when someone says or does something that totally pisses you off and they’re standing so close that you could, like, scratch them or bite them or stab them really easily and they wouldn’t be able to stop you because who expects somebody to do something crazy like that. People think stuff like that…right?”
 
   For seconds, there was nothing but the chorus of our breaths. Until, thankfully, Zoe broke the tense silence. “You’re right, Vanessa, everyone thinks like that sometimes, and if they tell you otherwise, they’re lying.”
 
   Vanessa started blinking rapidly, and when she spoke, her voice was pitched just a bit higher. “Yeah, well, that’s what they were like. My, um”—she raised her hands and made air quotes—“friends.”
 
   Carlos cleared his throat. “But she’s better now.”
 
   “How do we know for sure?” Sanchez asked, adding, “No offense,” as an afterthought.
 
   “Because she has an aura now,” Zoe said, eyes narrowed and head tilted to the side. “When we left for Colorado, she didn’t have one, but now she does.” She smiled faintly. “It matches her sweater.”
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   “I just can’t believe you actually did it,” Anna said, shaking her head. That wasn’t completely true; she could believe it. She would believe almost anything, given enough evidence. And when Gabe had told her about Vanessa’s enormous announcement the previous night, her jaw had almost unhinged. “I tried for so long to fix the faulty deletion in the P-strand, and sometimes I’d think I was close, but every single time, the solution evaded me. I might’ve been successful had I had someone with an Ability like yours on my team, but I hadn’t even thought of it.”
 
   Chris’s brow furrowed, and the corners of her mouth turned down. “I wish I knew how to describe what I did in scientific terms, but in all reality, it just sort of happened. It was easy—scarily easy, but it would’ve been impossible without Dani’s help. Or, rather, without the help of the hormones she’s throwing off because of her pregnancy.”
 
   “So you’re certain it was her hormones and not the child itself?”
 
   Chris shrugged. “Honestly, I’m still not sure.”
 
   The two women stood on either side of the island, chopping the final batch of root vegetables for the evening meal—a stew of some sort—which Becca was busy tending at the fireplace-turned-hearth. The way these people had adapted to life without the amenities of modern civilization astounded Anna. She’d been outside of the Colony for barely two days now, and she felt like she would never adapt. She was a foreigner in her own land. But her children gave her hope. If they could adapt to this new way of living, not to mention Gabriel, then maybe, just maybe, she could, too.
 
   Anna’s eyes narrowed as she considered Chris’s words. She herself might not be able to bottle Chris’s “cure,” but maybe Chris could teach others with similar Abilities to learn the procedure. “Do you think you could replicate what you did? Could you achieve the same results in another of the tainted?”
 
   “I don’t see why not,” Chris said. “That is, assuming it’s the hormones and not something specific to Dani’s kid, with enough time and a pregnant sidekick…” She snorted and leaned her elbows on the dark green- and gold-flecked countertop. “Hell, or I could just get knocked up and be a one-woman show, traveling around the world, curing Crazies at every stop.”
 
   Which reminded Anna—she owed Chris a debt, one that could never be repaid. Not ever. But the least Anna could do was acknowledge what she’d done and express her sorrow for the catastrophic loss Chris had endured.
 
   Anna licked her lips, then cleared her throat and placed her palms on the counter, one on either side of her cutting board. “Listen, Chris…” She could hear her voice quaking, could feel moisture forming between her palms and the granite, but she refused to drop her gaze from Chris’s honest blue eyes. “Last spring, when Danielle was in the Colony, she mentioned that the Virus…that you lost your sons, and—”
 
   “Stop.” Chris’s voice was quiet, thick with emotion. Her eyes had strayed from Anna’s, and she now stared out the bay window in the breakfast nook. “I understand why you did what you did, and I understand that if you hadn’t done it, that bastard would’ve found someone else who could.” She looked at Anna, stared through her eyes and into her soul. “You were a tool, a weapon. You were used, that’s all.”
 
   Anna opened her mouth, but realized she had no idea how to respond, so she closed it again.
 
   Chris reached across the island and covered one of Anna’s hands with hers. “As far as I’m concerned, any mother who claims she wouldn’t watch the world burn to protect her kids is either lying or a crap mom. Either way, she’s nobody I want to know.”
 
   Anna’s throat tightened, and she gritted her teeth together to prevent her chin from quivering. “But I didn’t just watch the world burn.” She swallowed roughly. “I set it on fire.”
 
   “Like I said…” Chris gave Anna’s hand a squeeze, then withdrew. “You were just the match. It was Herodson who started the fire.”
 
   A masculine throat-clearing came from the doorway to the dining room. Both women turned their heads to find Tom leaning against the doorframe.
 
   Anna felt her eyes open wide. How much of their conversation had he heard? What would he think of her if he’d seen her giving in to weakness, almost breaking down in tears? What conclusions might he draw, and how could he use them to toy with her in the future?
 
   Except…this was Tom, not Gregory. Tom wouldn’t study her weaknesses, wouldn’t file them away to use against her later. Tom wouldn’t try to manipulate her. At least, the old Tom, the Tom she’d loved so long ago—still loved, if she was willing to be honest with herself—would never do any of those things. But she didn’t know this Tom, not anymore.
 
   “Sorry to interrupt,” Tom said, his voice gentle. He looked at Chris first, but his attention quickly switched to Anna. “I’d like to talk.”
 
   “Uh…” Anna looked from Tom to Chris and back, feeling utterly at a loss for words. “We’re sort of, um…”
 
   “No, no,” Chris said with a quick wave of the hand. “It’s fine.” She started toward the mudroom. “I need to track down Harper for, um, this thing we’re working on anyway.” Seconds later, the back door opened, then closed, and Chris was gone.
 
   Tom took a step into the kitchen, just one, small step. Immediately, Anna could feel her heart rate pick up speed, could feel her chest constrict and her head begin to throb with the beginnings of a panic attack. She couldn’t do this, not now.
 
   “Anna, I just want to talk,” Tom said quietly, and he took another step into the room. Toward her.
 
   She wasn’t ready for this; she couldn’t handle it, not right now. He had every right to hate her, but she couldn’t bear to hear him say it.
 
   Tom’s eyes scoured her face, and she knew exactly what he was doing.
 
   “Please,” she whispered, “stay out of my mind. I—”
 
   He shook his head, his eyes soft and beseeching. “Honey, why are you panicking?”
 
   Anna’s chest rose and fell too quickly, and beads of sweat sprang to life on her forehead and the back of her neck. “Tom,” she said hoarsely. “Please…I can’t breathe.”
 
   “I’m not going to hurt you, Anna.” Another step. “I just—”
 
   She slapped her hands on the countertop, making her palms sting. “But you are hurting me,” she wailed. Anna was shaking uncontrollably, her whole body coated in a clammy sheen of sweat. “Just being in the same room with you hurts me!”
 
   Tom froze, still several steps away, his face stricken.
 
   Needing to move, Anna turned away from him and stalked around the island to the other side, where she began to pace. “I know what you must think of me—how you must feel about me. And I don’t blame you. I get it, I really do. After everything I’ve done…after everything with Gregory.” She ran both of her hands through her hair, tugging when she reached the ends. “But still, every time you’re near me, all I can think about is how much you must despise me, and it’s like I’m being gutted.” She turned away from him, covering her face with her hands as she tried to calm herself, to breathe.
 
   “But I don’t despise you,” Tom said so quietly that Anna was certain she’d misheard him.
 
   “What—” She peered at him over her shoulder. “What did you just say?”
 
   Tom returned her stare, so earnest, so sturdy, so sure. He stole her breath when he looked at her like that. “I don’t despise you, Anna.”
 
   All she could do was continue to stare at him, owllike with all of her stunned blinking and standing still.
 
   Slowly, like a cautious birder stalking his quarry, Tom made his way around the island. “I’ve hated the circumstances that made you leave, and I’ve hated the situation you were forced into, but never, not once in all the years since you left, have I ever thought badly of you.” He stopped within arm’s reach of her, his lips curving into a quiet, gentle smile. “I loved the woman I married thirty years ago, and I’m sure that if you give me the chance to get to know the woman standing right here in front of me, I’ll love her just as much.”
 
   Anna’s chest no longer felt constricted, but rather too full. She no longer felt the need to flee, but worried she might float away. She’d loved Tom since the day she first met him, had hated the day she’d first left him, thought she’d die of a broken heart when she saw him again years later, and now he was standing in front of her, in this place where they might actually have a chance to be together, and she thought her heart might burst with joy. Silent tears turned to quiet sobs.
 
   Tom moved closer and cupped the side of her face. She didn’t flinch from fear his touch would turn painful, didn’t have to pretend she enjoyed it. She choked a small laugh and shut her eyes, allowing the feeling of his hand against her cheek to sear into her memory. “So,” Tom said timidly, “what do you say?”
 
   “I—I don’t—”
 
   “C’mon, Doc,” Tom said, resurrecting his nickname for her from long ago. He winked at her, shedding decades of physical and emotional wear and tear in a millisecond. “Let me buy you dinner?”
 
   Anna laughed, wiping the tears from her cheeks with shaking hands. She felt so giddy, the noise simply burst out of her. “I think it’s free.”
 
   Tom grinned, wide and proud. “A few months working the farm’ll convince you otherwise.”
 
   Which meant he wanted her to stay. Anna couldn’t help but smile up at him. Because now, more than anything, she wanted to stay, too.
 
    
 
   ~~~~~
 
    
 
   “So, that’s pretty much it,” Anna said. “Children born of parents with Abilities usually have some combination of their parents’ Abilities, though the rule’s not universal.” She sent a fond glance to Peter, sitting beside her at the large kitchen table everyone had gathered around for her second dinner on the farm. “And Abilities can start to show up in odd ways throughout the pregnancy, almost making it seem as though the mother has additional Abilities for a while, but it doesn’t always happen in noticeable ways.” She shrugged, meeting Dani’s attentive eyes on the far side of the table. “Again, there’s no universal rule, and it’s not like there have been that many cases to study. Just myself and a few others…”
 
   She took one final bite of stew, then set her spoon down in her bowl and sat back with a contented sigh, feeling overwhelmingly satisfied. She’d had a second helping of the delicious venison stew, and she never had seconds. But there was just something about fresh food—freshly caught, freshly gathered, freshly grown—that made it taste better than anything she’d eaten inside the Colony.
 
   “Is everyone finished?” Becca asked from her spot opposite Anna, squished between Mase and Camille. Anna could hardly believe they could all fit, regardless of how large of a farm table it was. But somehow, they managed.
 
   Murmurs of assent filled the room, accompanied by nods and a few grunts.
 
   “Well, then,” Becca said, the dusk light streaming in through the windows adding golden highlights to her brunette hair. “There’s something I need to share with you all.”
 
   Silence descended, sucking the comfort and good spirits out of the room.
 
   Becca looked around the table, scanning the faces of her companions. Finally, she cleared her throat. “My visions are complicated.” A small frown line appeared between her eyebrows. “And they’re not always certain or clear.” She sat up straighter, commanding the room. “But there is one I have known for some time now. One I have been waiting for, and…dreading.” She nodded, as though assuring herself that this was the right time, the right place, the right way to share her vision.
 
   Anna noticed Dani and Mase sharing a meaningful glance across the table.
 
   Becca took a deep breath. “Everything we’ve done has been leading up to this, and I know you won’t be happy with me for not sharing this vision earlier, but I swear, if I had, all would have been lost. Everything that’s happened needed to happen. I’m certain of it.”
 
   Anna didn’t dare breathe. She doubted anyone did.
 
   Except for Becca. Taking another deep breath, the serene young woman closed her eyes. “General Herodson…he’s coming for us. He’ll be here soon, and he won’t be alone.” 
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   “General Herodson…he’s coming for us. He’ll be here soon, and he won’t be alone.”
 
   A collective inhale followed Becca’s announcement, and the group roused—tensing, straightening, standing—then raised fretful voices that filled the dining room.
 
   “What the hell, Becca?”
 
   “Shit!”
 
   “You knew the whole time?”
 
   “This isn’t fucking happening…”
 
   “How the hell could you keep this from us?”
 
   “How soon is soon?”
 
   “Saw that coming a mile away.”
 
   My own heart rate jolted into panic mode, but it was the reality that this was going to happen that jump-started my fear, not that his coming was a surprise. Jake squeezed my knee beneath the table.
 
   I stared at my mom and Peter, who were next to me for a moment, then glanced at my dad and Jason. While Jason’s jaw flexed, he said nothing. I wasn’t the only one unsurprised by Becca’s revelation. It would only have been a matter of time before Herodson reappeared, harassing and threatening our family again. This time, I knew, would be different. One way or another, I felt certain that this time would be the last.
 
   Becca’s gaze darted around like she was second-guessing herself. “It had to be this way,” she said, almost too quietly to hear.
 
   Mase stood up, stoic and protective. “Listen,” he said flatly, his voice commanding the room. Sanchez’s hand was on her hip as she stood at her seat, the other rubbing her temple. Grayson and Chris were having a quiet but animated conversation with Harper at their end of the table, while Biggs’s eyes flicked frantically toward the sleeping twins in the living room. Gabe pushed his plate away from himself and rested his elbows on the table, all the while Larissa sat silent and observant, and Annie and Sam simply stared at the adults, eyes wide as they played with the remaining broth in their bowls.
 
   “I told you, all of you, that you would need us. This is why,” Becca said with more certainty.
 
   Harper stood in silent distress, his chair scraping against the floor as he pushed it out behind him. Everyone looked at him. The look on his face summoned hot chills down my arms and up my neck, and then I saw it—still images of his vision. A mass of hostile, unfamiliar faces flashed in his mind, then a wash of crimson blood, and I felt Harper’s growing fear.
 
   “Becca’s right,” he said, his gaze scanning us all with a furrowed brow. “We need them. I’ve seen the soldiers in my dreams.” When his gaze landed and stayed on Becca, he nodded. “The Re-gens are our only hope.”
 
   Sanchez scoffed, her eyes darting between Becca and Harper. “But you could’ve said something so we at least knew to start preparing for a goddamn war.”
 
   “We have children to think about now,” Biggs added. “And New Bodega might be in danger, as well.”
 
   I glanced at Dani, wrapped in Jason’s protective arms, both of them watching the intensity rise in the room. I wondered what churned in my brother’s mind. Strangely, from Dani’s mind, I didn’t sense surprise, but more like a sense of understanding.
 
   “If I had told you sooner, you would’ve changed the path, but not the inevitable future,” Becca retorted. She pointed in the direction of the Re-gen farms a couple hills to the west. “The Re-gens wouldn’t be here to help you if we’d changed course. Jason might never have been found—he might even be dead.” She looked at Gabe and then at my mom. “We wouldn’t have Dr. Wesley to help us, either.”
 
   My mom’s eyes widened, and she took a deep breath and stood. “Becca’s right. I’m the only one who might be able to stop him.”
 
   “Mom—” Peter said, but she spoke over him.
 
   “I’ll go to him. I’ll leave right now.” My mom looked around the room, at all the expectant faces. “I’m the one he wants, I can change his mind.”
 
   “No,” Peter said, jumping out of his seat. “You can’t go back there.” Tears filled his eyes. “He’ll kill you.”
 
   Our mom wrapped her arm around his shoulders, trying to calm him. “No he won’t, sweetheart. Your father needs me. He won’t hurt me, I promise.” But Peter and I both knew her promise was an empty one. With the General, there were no certainties.
 
   “What makes you think that after leaving the Colony with Jason and Peter, Herodson will show you any sympathy?” I asked bitterly, unwilling to consider her leaving as an option. “He knows you weren’t under his mind spell, that you’re immune to him. He knows he can no longer control you. Going back is suicide. It’s pointless. We could use you here; you know how he thinks.”
 
   My mom’s eyes shifted from me to Peter. “Sweetheart, I have to try to—”
 
   “Wes is right,” Gabe said, exhaling as he gazed around at the distraught faces staring at him. “She’s the only one who stands a chance against him. He has too many men at his disposal, too many Abilities. Our best option is that she gets him to stand down.”
 
   I knew how difficult it was for Gabe to say those words, how acerbic they were on his tongue. But I couldn’t allow it. “You can’t send her back there,” I said, standing. “You of all people know what he’s capable of. She doesn’t stand a chance, especially not alone. You don’t even want her to go.”
 
   Gabe’s fists met the tabletop and the dishes shook and clinked. “Of course I don’t want her to go back there, but what other options do we have? To fight? We don’t stand a chance against an army!”
 
   “We’ll think of something!” I shouted back at him. I met my dad’s absent stare but looked away just as quickly. I couldn’t worry about the tumultuous thoughts tumbling around in his mind when I had enough of my own to deal with. “Becca,” I said, looking at her. “How much time do we have?”
 
   Her eyes darted around the table. “I’m not sure,” she said quietly. “But in my vision, Gabe and Sanchez are still a little scraped up from the accident.” We all looked at them, as if their faces somehow held the answers we needed.
 
   “We don’t know if sending my mom anywhere would even help,” I said, glancing around the table. “Unless Herodson has enough planes to transport his army, their caravan has already left Colorado and could be here by tomorrow.”
 
   “Let’s hope to God that he’s not,” Chris said, and she tossed her napkin onto the table as she stood. “We need to prepare for him to be on our doorstep at any moment.”
 
   Becca cleared her throat. But with all the noise, no one heard her begin to speak.
 
   “Quiet!” Mase shouted, and again, everyone froze.
 
   Clearing her throat again, Becca said, “You forget that his numbers are smaller and his loyalties are divided. Although I do not know how many still follow him, I know they are few in comparison to before. We have the Re-gens now. We have Dr. Wesley. We have strong Abilities and the advantage of him being here, where he’s not as familiar with the layout of the land.”
 
   “Where is here, Becca? The farm?” my dad asked, his voice calm and steady. “Will it happen in New Bodega?”
 
   “You will encounter him on the road in the farmlands, the one lined with eucalyptus—”
 
   “Lakeville,” Jason said. “It’s here in Petaluma; the trees start a few miles off the freeway.”
 
   “It’s the quickest route to us,” Jake added, being all too familiar with the roads from his weeks of searching for Jason.
 
   Becca nodded. “It will be morning when he comes.” Both Jake and Jason scooted their chairs backward and stood.
 
   “Chris, Sanchez. Let’s get an inventory of our ammo,” Jason said, falling back into his normal role as our fearless leader. “Dad, I’ll need you and Gabe to set up a trip into town. Dani, maybe you can help them make contact. We’re going to need all the help we can get.”
 
   I grabbed Jake’s arm. “I think it’s time for that transfusion now,” I said.
 
   Jake nodded. “Tell Harper to get everything ready.”
 
    
 
   ~~~~~
 
    
 
   I lay bleary-eyed in my bed, recovering. Jake, exhausted and regenerating, slept beside me. The fact that Jake was asleep, knowing the General and his armed forces could be here in the morning, was a testament to how much of a toll the transfusions took on him, no matter how little blood he needed to give. I brushed my fingertips over the tanned skin of his hand splayed out on my stomach. I was beginning to understand that while blood was vital and kept us all alive, it was more than that to Jake—it was his life force. I could feel its energy and animation as it cycled throughout my body, refueling me. It was like I’d been running on fumes, and now I felt full and sated. The sensation was only a glimpse of his raw vitality and strength, and it felt otherworldly.
 
   I peered up at the ceiling. The room was darkening as the final rays of sun slinked behind the hills, and the candlelight cast flickering shadows all around. I knew I should try to get some rest too, though it seemed impossible. According to the animals, the General wasn’t close—at least not yet—but that didn’t matter. He was coming, and that was enough to scare the exhaustion from every cell in my body.
 
   There was a gentle rap on the bedroom door, and it slowly creaked open. My mom poked her head in. When she saw Jake lying beside me, she straightened. “I didn’t mean to bother you,” she whispered. “Since the door was open a smidge, I thought I’d check on you.”
 
   “He’s dead to the world,” I said quietly, nodding to Jake. “You can come in if you want.”
 
   Tentatively, my mom stepped inside with a steaming mug in her hand, and I sat up against the pillows.
 
   “Gabe showed me the herb garden, and I saw the chamomile. I figured you could use some.” She set the mug on my nightstand. “It’s what Peter likes to drink on his bad nights, when he can’t sleep. Danielle said you preferred coffee, but I didn’t think that was—”
 
   “Tea’s perfect,” I said, cutting in. “Thanks, Mom.”
 
   Her eyes widened infinitesimally, and she lowered herself to the edge of the bed.
 
   I frowned. “Should I not call you that?” I asked, feeling a returning tightness in my chest. “I won’t if—”
 
   She shook her head, her dark hair swooshing against her face. My hair was still longer than hers, at least in the front where it touched my collarbone, and I wondered if she’d ever let her bob grow past her jaw, down past her shoulders like the picture I’d seen of her from so long ago.
 
   She peered down at her hands clasped in her lap. “Of course you can call me Mom,” she said, finally looking at me. “I’m just surprised you want to, after everything.”
 
   The last time I’d seen her she’d ripped my heart out and refused to be a part of our family. But so much had happened since then, and all of that changed…
 
   Tears, once again, could not be kept at bay, though I tried to blink them away. I worked to steady my breath before I spoke. “Having you back,” I started and took another deep breath. “That’s all I’ve ever wanted…a mom. My mom.” I stared down at my fingernails, longer than usual, as I picked restlessly at them. I sniffed and wiped away a stray tear. Pull your shit together, Zoe. But I couldn’t. I was only just grasping the fact that the biggest battle of my life so far was finally over, and my mom was sitting right in front of me, tears in her eyes, too. More tears came, and I covered my face with my hands. “I’m sorry. I’m a mess.”
 
   “Oh, Zoe,” she said, and her warm arms wrapped around me. “I’m so sorry,” she whispered as she stroked the back of my hair. “I didn’t want to leave you. It was the hardest thing I’ve ever done, you have no idea—I’m so sorry.” She rocked me back and forth, and I could feel her chest heaving against mine as she held me, consoled me, like the mother I’d always needed. “I’m so sorry,” she repeated, and I tightened my hold on her. “Shhh, I’m here now,” she whispered, and soon my tears began to cease. My mom was there in front of me, holding me.
 
   I let out a small laugh, barely able to believe the turn of events, and pulled away. I reached for the box of tissue on the nightstand. “Dani says I get wayward snot,” I said, half-jokingly. I plucked a tissue, then handed my mom the box. “Apparently it runs in the family.”
 
   My mom choked out an emotional laugh and took a tissue. “I should let you rest.”
 
   “It’s no use,” I said and blew my nose. “There’s too much going on to sleep. Too many things that need to get done and plans to make. And I’m already feeling better.”
 
   “You need to rest.”
 
   “No, I need to help.”
 
   My mom’s eyes narrowed, and she leaned forward. “Don’t make me get your brother,” she threatened. “Or Danielle.”
 
   I gaped at her. “You wouldn’t.”
 
   She nodded. “If you want me here, you’ll have to get used to the phrase ‘Mother knows best,’ just like Peter’s had to do.” She smiled.
 
   “Wow, you fit in already,” I said and leaned back against my pillow. “There’s no need to tell, I’ll stay here until Jake wakes up at least.”
 
   My mom’s smile widened in victory, then faltered, and her teal eyes were cast in worry. “I know all of this is my fault, but I promise you, Zoe, I won’t let Gregory hurt you, or your brothers. I’ve—”
 
   “I don’t blame you,” I said. “Not for this. I sort of expected it, actually. You getting away from him that easily…” I shook my head, wishing I’d been wrong. “He’s been in the shadows my whole life. I’m just glad I’m old enough to fight back with you this time. All of us can, as a family.” I glanced at Jake, his back to us now as he snored softly. “I know it’s selfish, and I hate that this is happening, that there’s absolutely no guarantee any of us are going to survive the next couple days, but I’m glad you left him and that place. I’m glad you brought Peter here, and I’m glad that you and Dad are talking again, that we’re all together. It’s worth it to me.” I shut my eyes as my head started pounding.
 
   “Here,” my mom said. I opened my eyes when she scooted closer and reached for the tea mug. “Have some of this. It’s cool enough now.”
 
   I leaned forward and she brought the oversized mug to my lips. I sipped the hot liquid, loving the way it coated my throat and insides. After another sip, I leaned back again.
 
   “Now rest,” my mom reiterated, brushing a stray strand of hair from my eyes. Her gaze drifted over my face, and she held the ends of my hair between her fingertips. She smiled. “I always wondered about the woman you’d grow up to be,” she said, though her mind seemed far away. She dropped her hand and straightened. “You and Jason are so beautiful and strong. I couldn’t be prouder of you both.”
 
   She rose from the bed and smoothed her tan cardigan, glancing at Jake, then back at me. “Try to get some sleep. It’s going to be a long couple of days,” she said and turned to leave.
 
   “Mom?”
 
   She turned around. I held up the tea mug with a small smile. “Thank you,” I said, though the tea wasn’t all I was grateful for.
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   Anna stared out the nearest window in the dining room, the waning moonlight teaming up with her exhaustion and mounting nerves to trick her into seeing trespassers—attackers—where there were none. At least, not yet.
 
   Zoe was still upstairs, resting with Jake, and the children had gone to bed in another of the upstairs bedrooms hours ago, guarded by the watchful canine duo of Jack and Cooper. Camille and Mase had made the short trip up valley to the Re-gen farms to rally the proverbial troops, leaving behind Becca as the Re-gen representative during the tiring late-night planning session.
 
   The only others missing from the “war room” table were Danielle and Jason. The pair had slipped away to the living room to sneak in a quick power nap; Jason had insisted, and considering how exhausting Danielle’s telepathy could be and how much they would depend on her for coordinating their efforts over the coming days, everyone had agreed that snatching up rest whenever possible was wise. After all, she would be their only telepathic connection to the farm while the others were away. They couldn’t risk burnout, not where her invaluable Ability was concerned.
 
   “You know him best, Anna,” Sanchez said, dragging her back into a conversation she’d effectively been zoned out from for minutes. “What do you think?”
 
   Anna rubbed her temple and glanced around at the faces surrounding the table. “I’m sorry.” She smiled apologetically and shook her head. “My mind was elsewhere. What did you want to know?”
 
   Sanchez made a visible effort to contain her frustration, taking a deep breath and just barely rolling her eyes. She was so very military it was almost comical to Anna. “Is everything we’re doing pointless? Isn’t Herodson going to be prepared for us being prepared for him, and have tactics and strategies in place to counter anything we might do?”
 
   Again, Anna shook her head. “He’ll assume that I’ll be expecting him to come after me at some point—I did betray him, after all—but nothing more specific than that.” Her eyebrows drew together. “I’m not sure I follow your thinking.”
 
   Sanchez gestured, with more than a little hostility, toward Becca. “We’ve got his favorite crystal ball, so doesn’t that mean he knows that we know he’s coming now?”
 
   “Ah…” Anna smiled broadly, and Sanchez blinked in confusion. “I see where you’re mistaken. No, he won’t know, at least not because of Becca’s presence here. He thinks she’s dead,” Anna said, and a quick scan of her companions’ surprised faces told her that nobody had considered that possibility. Even Becca wore the telltale raised eyebrows, wide eyes, and parted lips. “After Danielle escaped, I stumbled upon one of Herodson’s creatures, Clara—I believe some of you are familiar with her—attempting to kill Zoe. It was Clara who ended up dead instead, and wanting to sever as many ties as possible between your group and Gregory, and seeing that Clara was roughly the same size and build as Becca, I burned her body until it was unrecognizable, then showed it to Gregory, claiming the body belonged to Becca.”
 
   “And he just took your word for it?” Sanchez asked.
 
   Anna arched one brow. Quite the skeptic, that Sanchez. “Why wouldn’t he? He believed he had a double hold on me, one on my mind and one on my heart. Of course, I also offered to do a DNA test to verify the body’s identity.” She smiled primly. “The results were quite conclusive, as I’m sure you can imagine.”
 
   At the end of the table, Gabe started chuckling. “Did you show him my charred remains, too, Wes?”
 
   “I think—” Daniel began.
 
   “That would’ve been pushing it,” Anna said, shaking her head yet again. “I decided that I’d rather he think you were with my children than Becca. I couldn’t have him start doubting my claims; it would’ve been too risky.” She met Gabe’s clever blue eyes. “He knew that you, Camille, and Mase left with Danielle—assumed you’d been the one to help them escape—but I gambled that even the three of you together wouldn’t be enough to rouse his vindictive side, not like the urge to seek retribution from Becca would’ve been, had he believed her to still be breathing.” Anna felt a sudden chill as she thought aloud, “Gregory is a man who acts on need, not on anger. Gabe’s betrayal angered him, but Becca’s would’ve been, well…”
 
   Everyone eyed Anna, including Becca herself, clearly expecting more.
 
   She sighed. “Becca is—was—one of the first successful Re-gens. She was with him the longest, a testament to his moving one step closer to achieving his ultimate goal—the Great Transformation.” Anna swallowed thickly. “Gregory doesn’t like to lose assets, especially when the loss threatens his grand plans. And you, Gabriel, while clearly a valuable ally, weren’t the only person Gregory had under his thumb who could enter dreams. His plans were achievable enough without you.” Anna could only imagine how Gregory had reacted when he finally realized that she’d left him—that, in his eyes, she’d betrayed him yet again.
 
   “Clever, as usual,” Gabe said with a bow of his head.
 
   “Necessary,” Anna countered. “On top of Becca’s importance to him, the night Becca helped you and Danielle escape was undeniable proof that Gregory has weaknesses, that he could be beaten. Or, at least, that he isn’t all-powerful, and that fighting against him isn’t always a death sentence. He wouldn’t have been able to let such an extreme betrayal stand; he would’ve had no choice but to come after her—after all of you. It’s not in his nature to let something like that go, not when it weakens his very position.”
 
   “Might it be wise to—” Daniel said, trying to interject again.
 
   “Just like he’s doing with you,” Chris said, leaning back in her chair on the opposite side of the table. She stretched, then crossed her arms over her chest. “Which you knew he would do. It’s why you stayed with him for so long. It wasn’t just for Peter; it was for Tom and Zoe and Jason, too, wasn’t it—you knew it would lead to this.”
 
   Under the table, Tom’s hand found Anna’s. As he laced his fingers with hers, she felt some of her anxiety and tension abate.
 
   “You’ve been struck by an arrow,” Daniel said. It was his third attempt to enter the conversation, and though he hadn’t spoken noticeably louder, his voice reverberated throughout the room, demanding everyone’s attention. Larissa, Carlos, and Vanessa actually glanced down at their own bodies, looking for Daniel’s ghostly arrow. “Imagine that, despite Harper’s wishes to remove the arrow and treat the wound immediately, you keep pushing him away, demanding to know who shot it and why. Did the shooter poison the arrow, too? What kind of poison might he have used?” Daniel looked at Harper. “What would you tell that patient?”
 
   Harper looked around the room, shifting in his chair and laughing under his breath. “Um…to shut up and let me work?”
 
   Titters and laughter filled the dining room. Daniel joined good-naturedly, but his hawklike focus switched to Anna. “And why might it be wise for you, the patient, to listen to the good doctor?”
 
   Anna took a deep breath, not only recognizing the proverb and understanding his meaning, but silently thanking him for his much-needed lesson in what truly mattered. They needed to stop focusing on unnecessary whys and hows of the events leading up to their current predicament and put their collective mental fortitude into the whens and wheres and hows of the upcoming struggle. That was what mattered, far more than what used to be. “Because I’d likely die otherwise,” Anna said in answer to the question.
 
   “Ah, yes…” Daniel sat back in his seat, interlocking his fingers and resting his hands on the table. “Interesting, that.” Slowly, he nodded to himself. “Very interesting…”
 
   Chris snorted. “Alright, wise one,” she said with affectionate sarcasm. “We’ll get back on task.”
 
   Standing, Sanchez clapped her hands together and rubbed them back and forth. “Alright, let’s get an action plan going.” She moved to stand in front of the whiteboard that took up nearly half of the room’s interior wall and picked up a dry-erase marker. “Start throwing out tasks, people; we’ll assign and prioritize as we go.”
 
   There was a long, drawn-out moment where everyone looked around the table at each other awkwardly. Finally, and somewhat surprisingly, Tom chimed in with, “I think it’s safe to say that Abilities will be a main element of Herodson’s battle strategy.” He looked at Anna. “Is it possible to make neutralizer for all of us?” He raised a shoulder, then let it fall. “It would be nice to know we’re at least protected from mind control and the like.” He frowned. “Unless you and Jason would be able to protect us by nulling?”
 
   Brow furrowed, Anna shook her head. “We can only create a sort of nulling field for those nearest to us—within a several-yard radius. But, as for the neutralizer…” She turned her attention to Gabriel. “Have you managed to collect any of the equipment I listed in the instructions I included with my letters?”
 
   “Just a centrifuge and a couple of microscopes.”
 
   Anna frowned and nodded at the same time. “There used to be a couple of labs in Petaluma that would’ve had the other things I’d need, but they might not be around anymore. I’ll need a telephone book—not just for Petaluma, but the whole Sonoma Valley. Santa Rosa is even more likely to have what I need.”
 
   Sanchez was already writing “SCAVENGING TRIP TO PET/SR – NEUTRALIZER” on the board. Finishing, she pointed at Gabriel and Anna with the end of the marker. “You two should go, and you’ll need some muscle.” Her eyes landed on Biggs.
 
   The soldier-turned-father shook his head. “I think I’d be better utilized spearheading the trip into New Bodega. They know me. They trust me. If it’s me who asks for help, they’re more likely to give it.”
 
   Sanchez wrote “DIPLO TRIP TO NB – REQUEST AID” and added Biggs’s name underneath, then added her own name to Anna’s and Gabriel’s. “I’ll go with the scientists, then.” She added Jason’s name as well. “He’s not here, so he doesn’t get a say.”
 
   Chris snickered. “We’ll see about that…”
 
   “We’ll do a quick run for ammo and weapons in Santa Rosa, too,” she said, ignoring Chris and adding “– ARMS” to the first task on the board. “We should be able to find plenty, since the New Bodega scavenging teams have only cleaned out the western half of the city.”
 
   “I’ll go with Biggs,” Daniel said quietly.
 
   “You can use your silver tongue to sweet-talk Bethany into helping us,” Chris teased.
 
   Daniel blushed and cleared his throat. “Well, I don’t know about that…”
 
   The room filled with tension-relieving laughter, which seemed to unseal everyone’s lips and open the floodgates for ideas. It wasn’t long until the board was filled—Sanchez had been forced to tape several laminated maps up on the wall, using their backs for additional note-taking space.
 
   After nearly an hour, Sanchez set her dry erase marker on the table. “Alright, should we break up and let the stragglers know what their responsibilities are going to be?”
 
   “And then get some rest,” Harper added. “Sleep deprivation might gain us more prep time, but we’ll be fuzzy-brained and ineffective. Everyone gets a full night’s sleep tonight. Doctor’s orders.” He shot a quick glance in Becca’s direction. “Assuming you’re certain we’re not under threat of imminent attack first thing in the morning…”
 
   Becca shook her head. “Sanchez and Gabe were more healed in my vision. Besides, the animals will warn us, I’ve seen that much, and since we’ve heard nothing from them yet, and since morning is fast approaching, I think it’s safe to say they won’t be coming this morning. We have some time to rest and prepare.”
 
   “So we need to keep Dani on alert,” Chris commented.
 
   “Not Dani,” Becca said. “It is Annie who will warn us of Fath—General Herodson’s impending arrival. I’ve seen it.”
 
   Quizzical looks were exchanged around the table until, for the first time since dinner, Vanessa spoke. “The Tahoe pack—Snowflake and the other wolves—that’s who’ll tell Annie, isn’t it?”
 
   Becca shrugged.
 
   “It makes sense,” Carlos said. “She still talks to them every day. At least, that’s what Dani told me. Her link to them is really strong.”
 
   “Right, so…” Harper scooted his chair backward and stood. “Let’s spread the word about duties and hit the hay.”
 
   Sanchez rubbed her hands together once more. “Yeah…that’s not going to happen. I’m way too amped up to sleep.”
 
   Harper settled a stern look on her. “Try, or we’ll have Gabe here put you to sleep for a few hours.”
 
   Sanchez opened her mouth, but before saying anything, she closed it again, shoulders slumping. It seemed she realized there was no way around it. One way or another, Harper would see to it that everyone rested while they could.
 
   Chris joined Harper, curling her arm around his back and resting her head on his shoulder. “We’ll pop in to check on Zoe and Jake and pass on their duties and such,” she said, finishing with a yawn.
 
   “And Jason and Dani…?” Sanchez prompted.
 
   Chair legs scratched on the hardwood floor, throats cleared, eye contact was avoided. It was obvious that disturbing Jason—or, rather, disturbing Danielle while she rested under Jason’s watchful eye—wasn’t something anyone was eager to do.
 
   Sighing, Anna raised her hand partway. “I’ll do it,” she said with a sniff.
 
   But when she reached the doorway into the living room and laid her eyes on the expectant couple, sound asleep on the couch, Danielle nestled against Jason, Anna couldn’t bring herself to actually step into the room. Not because she was afraid of Jason’s irritation; she didn’t know when her son and daughter-in-law would have another chance to steal such a peaceful, intimate slumber together. She wanted to preserve this moment for them. She wished she could make it last forever.
 
   “Let them be,” Tom said from behind Anna, his voice barely above a whisper but making Anna suck in a startled breath nonetheless. “There’s nothing they could do tonight that can’t be saved for the morning.”
 
   Anna nodded, in absolute agreement with Tom, but she was also faced with a bit of a conundrum—where to sleep? The couch had been her bed until now. “I suppose Peter and I could sleep in their cottage,” she said, thinking aloud.
 
   “Nonsense.” Tom rested his hands on her shoulders.
 
   Anna held her breath. Was he going to ask her to stay with him tonight?
 
   “Peter’s already upstairs in Mase and Camille’s room,” Tom said. “There’s plenty of room for both of you there.”
 
   Anna exhaled, both relieved and disappointed.
 
   Tom’s strong, callused hands started massaging her shoulders, and Anna had a hard time holding in a groan. Her head lolled forward, her eyelids drooping.
 
   “Or,” Tom whispered, “you could stay with me.”
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   DANI
 
   DECEMBER 18, 1AE
 
   The Farm, California
 
    
 
   “I wish I could come with you guys,” I said, my face smooshed against the front of Jason’s damp raincoat. It was a chilly morning, and the half-risen sun didn’t seem to be making much of an impact on the clouds or drizzle.
 
   “I know, Red.” Jason’s arms tightened around me, and he pressed his lips against the top of my head in a prolonged kiss. “But,” he said as he pulled away just enough to not choke on my hair while he spoke, “Jack’ll be with us, so you’ll be there in spirit.”
 
   He had no idea how true his words were. I mean, he sort of knew, but nobody really knew…except for Annie…and other drifters…and maybe Peter, now, if he’d absorbed my Ability like he seemed to do with everyone else’s. It was just one of those things a person had to experience to understand.
 
   Not that I told Jason that. Instead, I nodded against his chest and sighed. Jack would be going with Jason on the scavenging trip up to Petaluma and Santa Rosa, along with Jason’s mom and Gabe to head up the search for scientific do-dads. Sanchez, Jake, and Larissa would also be joining them for added protection. With Jack accompanying them, I’d be remotely aware of where they were and what they were doing through our passive, ever-active bond. And through Cooper, who’d already left with Zoe, Tom, Grayson, and Biggs for New Bodega, I’d be able to drop in every now and again to check on their status without actually interrupting their progress. I would be, for the day, a glorified phone operator.
 
   Jason inhaled and exhaled, deep and slow. “I hate leaving you, even just for the day.” He kissed the top of my head once more. “Damn prophecies…”
 
   I laughed bitterly and pulled away enough that I could peer up at him. “Tell me about it.” Sure, many of us owed our lives to Becca’s prophecies, but still. I bared my teeth in an attempted smile. “I know leaving the farm before the baby comes might kill me, but staying here for another four months is definitely going to drive me batty.”
 
   Jason’s dimple appeared as he suppressed a smile. “Well, lucky for you, Vanessa’s stall just opened up…”
 
   “Don’t even!” I said, laughing and swatting his arm. “You’re such a turd sometimes.”
 
   “Ah,” Jason said, finally flashing a smile. “But I’m your turd.”
 
   I rolled my eyes, my chest shaking with barely contained amusement. “You are ridiculous…like, the biggest dork in the world.” I shook my head, chuckling. “Why am I the only one who seems to see that?”
 
   Jason’s smile broadened to a grin. “Because you’re the only one I let see it.” His eyes softened, heated, melted me. “Because you’re the only one I love.”
 
   And I was suddenly a puddle.
 
   I reached up and interlocked my fingers behind his neck so I could pull his face down to my level. I pressed—no, smashed—his lips against mine, kissing him more fiercely than I’d done in ages. “I love you, too, you big turd,” I said against his lips. “So be careful out there and come back to me.” I kissed him again, hard. “Or. Else.”
 
   Jason made a noise that was part laugh, part groan, and utterly hoarse. He pulled away, and I watched his eyes search mine, trace over the lines of my face, memorize me. Finally, he smiled, just a little. “Yes, ma’am.”
 
   And as he walked toward his horse, Nameless, as he rode out after the others, who were already almost to the end of the driveway, gravel crunching under hooves and the wheels of their cart, all I could think was, Come back to me…come back to me…come back to me…
 
    
 
   ~~~~~
 
    
 
   I was Jack.
 
   I trotted along beside Mother’s mate, looking around, listening, guarding my pack-mates, who had ventured into another large two-leg cave.
 
   The sad woman, who I knew from Mother was her mate’s own mother, emerged from the two-leg cave. “No luck here, either,” she said, and because of Mother’s presence, I understood her meaning. Sort of. She shook her head and made one of those sharp two-leg noises that was like she was tired or sad. “I’m not sure how far we’d have to travel to find a thermocycler or a spectrophotometer…”
 
   “It was a long shot anyway,” Mother’s mate said. “We’ll focus on weapons and ammo from here on out.”
 
   I barked my agreement, wagging my tail. Or perhaps it was Mother’s agreement. It was so hard to tell where she ended and I began when she was running with me. I wagged my tail harder. I loved when she was running with me.
 
   I felt her start to pull away, start to separate herself from me. I felt her sadness, her hesitancy. She didn’t want to leave. She never did.
 
   But still, leave she did.
 
    
 
   I inhaled deeply and opened my eyes, then leaned back in surprise. “What the—” Annie’s pixie face with those serene, too-wise baby blues was mere inches from mine. I clutched my chest and worked on slowing my suddenly rapid breathing. “Sweetie, we talked about you doing that—specifically, you not doing it, remember?”
 
   Nodding, Annie crawled into my lap, snaking her arms around my neck and nuzzling the crook of my shoulder. She was such a little creature sometimes. A nice, usually gentle creature, but a not-quite-human creature, nonetheless.
 
   I sighed and wrapped my arms around her, holding her close. I couldn’t be irritated with her when she was being so sweet and cuddly. “Any word from Snowflake’s pack?” I asked, referring to the Tahoe pack’s alpha, the wolf I’d spoken with last spring when I’d stumbled across Annie in the woods by Lake Tahoe and had promised to raise her as my own.
 
   Annie shook her head, her wild blonde curls tickling the side of my face. I smoothed them down before they could reach my nose and trigger a sneezing fit. “Snowflake let the other packs know,” she said, yawning. One glance at the sky, at the sun just barely glowing through the cloud cover, told me it was past time for my wild child’s afternoon nap—or rather, what accounted for a nap with a little girl who only drifted, never dreamed. I could’ve used a nap as well, but my mind wouldn’t allow rest, not while Jason and Zoe were away and our immediate future was so uncertain.
 
   “Did you tell her not to interfere?” I asked, biting my lip. The last thing I wanted was for such beautiful, noble hunters to fall casualty in a war that had nothing to do with them. “Her pack-mates just need to keep a watchful eye and let us know when they see more people. We don’t want them to get hurt.”
 
   Annie nodded and yawned once more. “Snowflake knows,” she said, rubbing her face against my shoulder sleepily.
 
   I took a deep breath and started the awkward process of standing up with a not-so-small child latched to my front. “Alright, monster, let’s get you settled in your nest so you can drift away.”
 
   “Can I go with Jack?” She knew to ask whenever she wanted to drift with Jack or Wings, just as I did whenever I planned on slipping into one of her favorite animals. We’d developed a drifter’s code of conduct, if you will. It sounded silly, but it was especially important in moments like this, because Annie drifting with Jack would effectively cut me off from him.
 
   “Not today, sweetie,” I told her as I carried her down the porch stairs. I couldn’t afford to be out of communication with either of my canine emissaries today. “You can choose anyone but Jack or Coop.”
 
   She made a very doglike whining noise, and I pulled away and craned my neck so I could see her face. Her bottom lip protruded in an adorable, if dramatic, pout.
 
   I gave her “the look”—my version of Grams’s go-to don’t-push-me expression.
 
   Annie, strange child that she was, pouted for a moment longer, then flashed me a brilliant grin. “’Kay. I’ll go with Snowflake.”
 
   “What a good idea,” I said, leaning in to press a kiss to her forehead. We reached the cottage’s front door a moment later, and it wasn’t long until Annie was peacefully drifting in her nest of pillows and blankets and I was heading back out into the patchy afternoon sunshine to check on our farm-based preparations.
 
   I followed the sounds of grunts and shouts to the eastern pasture, just on the other side of the pond and its wall of willows and tall, leafy trees. My eyes widened as I took in the veritable army of Re-gens scattered in twos and threes throughout the overgrown hayfield, having made the short trek down valley to our farm to learn from our relative combat experts. I’d known there were nearly a hundred Re-gens, plus there were several dozen of the Tahoe folks thrown in the mix today, but I hadn’t seen the Re-gens all together since they first arrived, a shambling, muddy horde, so many months ago.
 
   We’d all wondered what Becca’s eerily recited words had meant the day she’d led them to our doorstep: “We need your help, and one day soon, you will need ours.” Now we knew, and I was happy as hell to have them with us, fighting for a mutual cause—our lives. With Dr. Wesley’s insider knowledge that the General had maybe a couple hundred even remotely battle-worthy people at his disposal, and that he was too cautious not to leave the bare minimum required to guard the Colony behind in Colorado—at least sixty of his soldiers and guards—it was looking like we’d at least have a chance.
 
   I spotted Chris several dozen yards away, her blonde ponytail swaying and bobbing as she demonstrated a dodge-and-lunge evasion move for a handful of captivated Re-gens. While Becca had been trained in self-defense back at the Colony, similar training hadn’t been a part of standard Re-gen “programing.” Being Herodson’s favorite, she’d received special, additional training alongside a few others. If the rest of the Re-gens wanted to stand and fight against their previous captor—and the massive turnout to Chris’s voluntary combat training session pointed overwhelmingly to a “hell yeah”—then they needed to learn, and fast. Luckily, being quick learners was one of the Re-gens’ most widespread, dependable characteristics.
 
   My galoshes squished and squelched in the mud beneath the grass as I picked my way across the field toward Chris, nodding hello to people as I passed.
 
   “Dani!” Mase called, his gravelly voice deep and booming.
 
   I turned halfway, barely catching my balance before I ended up on my butt in the mud.
 
   “Careful,” Mase said, jogging my way. “It’s slick out here.”
 
   I dug the heel of my rubber boot into the soft, slippery earth. “At least it’s a good cushion for all of the inevitable falls.”
 
   Mase nodded. “The hay, too. That’s why we chose this spot.” A crease appeared on his dark, stony face, just between his eyebrows. “You shouldn’t be out here. It’s too cold, and it might rain, and—”
 
   “Jason?” I asked, eyebrows raised. I folded my arms over my chest. “He told you to keep an eye on me, didn’t he?”
 
   Mase smiled, but the friendly expression did little to soften the stubborn glint in his murky gray eyes. “He asked me to look after you while he was away.” Mase placed his hand on my arm, his fingers engulfing my relatively weak limb easily.
 
   I opened my mouth to argue, but Mase cut me off before I could even get started. “We’ve got two groups out on missions today, and you’re the telepathic communication hub. They’re depending on you being ready and able to communicate with them if necessary. You need to be at full strength.”
 
   He had a point, so I didn’t complain when he started leading me back toward the pasture fence. “Why don’t you hang out with Carlos and Cami in the house?”
 
   I shook my head. “Carlos kicked me out.”
 
   Mase gave me a sidelong glance, eyebrows raised.
 
   “He doesn’t like having non-Re-gens around when he’s doing electrotherapy.” I shrugged. “Especially not when there are others administering it, too.” He and the other sparklers had taken over the living room midmorning as their electrotherapy headquarters while they carried out a massive effort to provide a daily electrotherapy session with each Re-gen until the General arrived. Carlos couldn’t do it, risking overexerting his Ability and burning out for who knew how long, because of his part of our defensive strategy to take Herodson’s vehicles out of play with an electromagnetic pulse. He had, however, insisted on coordinating the effort.
 
   Mase nodded thoughtfully. “I forget sometimes that electrotherapy affects you normals differently.”
 
   I snorted. Differently was an understatement; I knew firsthand, and thanks to Mase, I’d survived. “How are the Re-gens doing? Are they nervous? Or afraid?” I asked as we headed past the farmhouse and toward my little cottage.
 
   “They’re nervous—we all are,” Mase said. “And I suppose you could say they’re afraid, but not of getting hurt or dying.”
 
   “Oh?” Curious, I watched him as we made our way along the stone path.
 
   “What they fear more than anything is being enslaved again,” he said. “So many of us have regained so much out here, so much more than just our freedom and the right to think for ourselves, or even than our better health.” He shook his head, his eyes lighting up. “Since we left the Colony, it’s like we’ve all regained pieces of ourselves—our old selves. We’re not the same as we were in our past lives—we know we’ll never be that—but we’re somewhere in between, now. We all remember more, feel more, can live more…it’s not something any of us are willing to give up. We’d rather die fighting.”
 
   “Well, um…that’s great.” I just hoped it wouldn’t come to that. After everything, the Re-gens deserved a second chance at life. We all did.
 
    
 
   ~~~~~
 
    
 
   I sat in the recliner in front of the cottage’s hearth, staring into the flames while my mind was elsewhere. Not drifting elsewhere, just focused. I’d spent the past few hours rallying the animal troops, so to speak, conversing with nearby coyotes, foxes, and cougars to gauge how willing or able they’d be to assist in our defenses. I was planning on reaching out to the hawks next, then the ravens and crows, the bats, the porcupines…I had a list. It was a long list.
 
   But for the moment, I was taking a break to check in on my two-legged friends. I searched the familiar sparks of life surrounding Cooper until I found Zoe’s mind. They were still within New Bodega’s walls, but they were no longer stationary, as they’d been for hours during the afternoon. A quick peek through Cooper’s eyes had told me Zoe and the others were on horseback, making their way toward the gate.
 
   “Hey, Zo.”
 
   “Hey, D,” Zoe said, her mind-voice distracted.
 
   “Am I interrupting?”
 
   “No, no, it’s just…” Zoe sighed mentally. “I’d hoped for more. We all did.”
 
   I bit my lip to hide a frown. “So, not good news? I popped in a few times, but all I caught through Cooper was a lot of arguing.”
 
   Zoe laughed bitterly. “Arguing…tell me about it. They want to help, but they can’t afford to give much aid—just a handful of volunteers and enough weapons and ammo to arm them to the teeth.” She paused, and I could practically feel her frustration. “They’re scared. They say they can’t risk giving up too many of their guardsmen, especially not with the possibility of being attacked.”
 
   “But they won’t be attacked if we stop the General…”
 
   “Trust me, we tried that argument, but our logic fell on deaf ears.”
 
   I closed my eyes and rested my head back against the cushy chair. “Well, we can’t blame them for looking out for their own.”
 
   “But that’s just it, D,” Zoe said, and I could almost hear the threat of tears in her mind-voice. “We are their own.”
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   ZOE
 
   DECEMBER 21, 1AE
 
   Petaluma Valley, California
 
    
 
   “Feel anything yet?” Harper asked for the seventh time. He was referring to any other human minds—Crazy, Ability-altered, or other.
 
   “No,” I said, playing with Shadow’s fringy mane between my fingers. He was just that in the darkness of early morning, a shadow. I leaned against him, exhaling what felt like a week’s worth of anxiety. “Nothing.”
 
   Harper, Mase, my mom, and I were holed up in a barn with our four horses, hiding and waiting and growing more edgy with each passing minute.
 
   “And nothing from Sanchez at her post,” my mom stated quietly and mostly to herself. She peered out the broken door of our hideaway, alongside Lakeville Highway. It was one of our group’s many hiding spots littered along the road—the route we knew Herodson would be along at any moment. Dani had checked in with a warning from our Tahoe animal friends hours ago. We’d been mostly ready then, and now we were just anxiously—and very impatiently—waiting.
 
   The air inside the barn was musty, but the space was relatively clean and empty, a fortune not all of our scattered groups up and down the road were lucky enough to share. We were in the heart of the eucalyptus-lined portion of the road Becca had seen in her vision, though there were about seven miles between our two furthest posts. Most disturbing was that we were also only about ten miles away from the farm—our home, where Dani along with Peter, Grayson, Camille, Vanessa, Larissa, and the kids were holding down the fort. And a ways beyond that were the frightened citizens of New Bodega. But unlike them, we weren’t willing to hide behind the walls, waiting. Stopping Herodson here was our greatest priority.
 
   “And,” I added, “no alarming communication from Dani back at the farm.” I was trying to reassure them and myself. “That’s a good thing.”
 
   Mase cleared his throat, and I couldn’t resist the question I knew rested on all three of our tongues. “Where are the Re-gens, Mase?” I asked. They’d left hours before us, and they still hadn’t arrived. All I could think about were the flashes of Harper’s vision in my mind. It was times like these that I wished Harper’s Ability had been more developed, easier to manipulate, so we knew what more to expect. Our numbers were pathetic without the Re-gens, and we wouldn’t stand a chance if they didn’t arrive soon.
 
   Mase shrugged. “They’ll be here,” he said in his gravelly voice, his eyes settling on each of us a moment. He didn’t speak much, but when he did it was impossible not to pay attention.
 
   Harper grunted and leaned back against the wall. Although none of us had actually said anything aloud, we were all starting to wonder if Becca’s vision might’ve been wrong, that the location we were supposed to head him off at might’ve been different. Or maybe what she’d seen had only been one of many possible futures. What if Harper’s vision is how it all ends? Blood—a mass of soldiers… Regardless, it didn’t seem likely that Herodson would take so long to get to us. Not when we had Peter, his only son, and my mom. And it definitely didn’t seem like Becca to change the plans and not show up at all.
 
   I folded my arms and leaned my head down on Shadow’s back. Something didn’t feel right, but there was nothing any of us could do but wait.
 
   “I could’ve found what I needed for the neutralizer by now,” my mom muttered, and she began to pace. She glanced up at me and paused. Shutting her eyes, she rubbed her temple. “Sorry, I know it doesn’t help to dwell on what can’t be changed.” She looked outside again, no doubt wishing the answers would simply materialize and all our problems would go away. “I just wish we knew what the hell was going on.” She was beginning to worry that the General knew our plan of attack. But I shuddered to think it, because if he did know what we had planned, we wouldn’t stand a chance against him, and we would all die.
 
   We’d scouted the surrounding area over the past thirty-two hours on foot, Dani through the animals, and me with my mind a few times. There was nothing; no one but the five other small groups of us stationed around the turnoffs and highway exits in the area, just in case Herodson decided to take a detour. With the Re-gens’ apparent absence, I resented the New Bodega council even more for not sending proper reinforcements with us. We were too spread out like this without more help; we’d be ineffective.
 
   I opened my mind to Biggs and the New Bodega volunteers stationed with him at the Frates Road exit about five miles up the road. There was no distressing mind chatter amongst that group yet, nothing that their one-way telepath felt necessary to report, anyway. I felt only tension and restlessness.
 
   My focus shifted to Chris, Gabe, Carlos, and another volunteer, who were waiting in the farmhouse on the opposite side of the road. They were just as impatient as we were. Gabe was pissed off, like my mom, that they hadn’t spent the time making the neutralizer, especially when our advantages were so few.
 
   But Chris and Carlos were anxious for a completely different reason—Carlos’s possibility of burnout after using his electromagnetic pulse to shut down all the vehicles within a half-mile radius of us. Although it had seemed like our greatest advantage in the beginning, I worried our plan would leave us trapped with an army of our enemies, our numbers too few.
 
   Come on, Becca. We need you…
 
   I peered out at the horizon. It was glowing with the promise of daybreak, and the tractors, trucks, and trailers—leftovers from the world before—began to take form in the lifting darkness. Lucky for us, we had plenty to hide behind and use for cover.
 
   With a huff, I stepped over to my discarded crossbow and quiver. My hand found the gun strapped to my thigh, ensuring it was still there as I crouched down and pressed my fingertip against the point of one of my arrows. It was cool and sharp. Jake had made a bunch of them for my birthday in September, and I almost smiled as I mentally compared my birthday arrows to the clothes, chocolates, flowers, and drunken pub crawls that had marked my birthdays in the past. I wasn’t sure birthdays mattered much anymore, but it was still the thought that counted. I slid the arrow back into my quiver, feeling strangely content with the new me.
 
   Checking the clip in my pistol, I tried to focus on our array of Abilities, our training—our limited training. I silently groaned. Fighting in a battle? A war? We were a hodgepodge of soldiers, scientists, and displaced Ability wielders who had only some training at best. The thought of it made my armpits damp and my palms sweaty in spite of the cool morning.
 
   I glanced over at Mase, who was rifling through his own bag of ammo and weapons. I was grateful he was there. The only reason he was with us instead of with Becca and the other Re-gens was because we’d needed his strength to construct the contingency barricade a half-mile past us, should any of the General’s vehicles be unaffected by Carlos’s electromagnetic pulse. To Mase, a few rusted vehicles, rebar, tractor wheels, and a couple dozen rotting fence posts might as well have been a stack of firewood for as easily as he’d moved them into place.
 
   When I stared out at the pastures again, the soft hues of sunrise stretched beyond the horizon, making the overgrown, undulating grasses look to be on fire. I wondered what Dani and the others back at the farm were doing now. Were they anxiously watching the sunrise, too? Was Dani having any luck locating the Re-gens’ murky minds? Or were they too far away for her to sense, like me? Despite our current shortage of Re-gens, I hoped she at least had a group of them with her. It helped give me peace of mind that the animals at the farm would protect them, too.
 
   “Where do you think she is?” I whispered, referring to Becca. “I mean, it’s been almost two days. Do you think they’re okay?”
 
   “I’m not sure,” my mom said, glancing up at me. “But you know Becca as well as anyone. She’s resourceful, and she’s always got her eye on the endgame. If she’s not here, there’s a reason.”
 
   I nodded and returned my attention to the road and surrounding minds, listening, feeling. Waiting.
 
   “Still nothing, Baby Girl?” Harper asked again.
 
   “Do you have a hot date, Harper?” my mom joked, and I wondered if it was the fact that he’d come along to help us fight, in spite of some of us telling him he should stay back, that was bothering him. He was the closest thing we had to a medical doctor, after all, and if anything happened to him, we’d be screwed. But he’d wanted to fight; he was a soldier, first and foremost. It was what he’d said he needed to do.
 
   But when I really looked at Harper, I saw something in his eyes and noticed the shakiness of his hands. There was something else, a fear beyond the General and his men. His anxiety felt different from ours. As soon as I opened my mind to him, I understood. He’d had another, different vision.
 
   “What did you see?” I couldn’t help the high pitch of my voice. “Is it Becca? Or—or us?”
 
   “No, no. Nothing alarming.” He snorted. “Well, not that affects the rest of you, anyway.”
 
   I glared at him through the shadows. “What does that mean?” He was hesitant to say, and I couldn’t help it; I searched deeper, needing to know. It had something to do with Chris, but she was—
 
   A wave of minds seemed to swoosh into mine, and I nearly lost my balance. “They’re coming,” I breathed. They were moving closer, a lot of them all around us.
 
   “He’s coming!” Sanchez shouted in our heads, closely followed by Dani’s, “Shit! Guys! A couple of the hawks just spotted movement on the road. They must’ve been using some kind of an illusion or something, but it’s down now. Get ready, and for God’s sake, be careful!”
 
   I sobered, my heart racing.
 
   “There are two Humvees and two trucks headed north,” Sanchez added. “That doesn’t seem like enough.”
 
   Although smaller numbers were better odds for us, that wasn’t even close to the size of the group my mom had anticipated him bringing.
 
   “Once they’re far enough past us, we’ll ride toward you. Carlos, get ready. At the speed they’re going, the lead vehicle will be in position in about three minutes.”
 
   “Shit,” Harper grumbled and snatched up the duffel with extra ammo and first aid supplies. “That can’t be all of them. There were more in my dream…and he wouldn’t come with only a dozen men, not when he knows the Abilities we—”
 
   We heard gunfire beyond us, coming from the Frates exit area.
 
   “Biggs!” I shouted.
 
   “They’re here! Dozens of them! There are too many; we need backup!” It was the one-way telepath from New Bodega.
 
   I could feel dozens of new minds; all of them were trained and programmed to kill. But they were fuzzy, and I assumed they were operating under the General’s ingrained mind commands.
 
   “There are too many for Biggs’s team to take on alone,” I rasped. “We have to help them!”
 
   “No,” Harper said, reaching for my arm. “We stick to the plan, Zoe. The people with Biggs are armed, they can handle themselves. They have to.” But I heard the doubt in his words. I felt it, too. “We can’t let Herodson get away from us. We have to stick to the plan and take him out, or this will never be over,” he said slowly, and my mom agreed.
 
   I nodded, but I was distracted. The sound of gunfire filled the once-still morning, each shot a roulette game, some of the pulsing minds in my head dimming, others extinguishing completely.
 
   “As soon as Carlos immobilizes those vehicles, I need you to get into Herodson’s head, Baby Girl. I need to know what he’s planning—where they all are and if there are more of them. That’s the only chance we have.” But he forgot we didn’t have the Re-gens to help us.
 
   “I’ll help Biggs and the others,” Mase said, already striding toward his horse, Ghost, his ammo bag slung over his shoulder. I took a step toward him.
 
   “The Re-gens will come,” my mom said, tugging me toward the door. “They will.” I let her guide me outside, needing to push the chaos away and focus. Find the General. Kill the General. Find the General. Kill the General. Only then would it all be over—the soldiers would stop fighting, and innocent people would stop dying.
 
   We sprinted away from the barn, in the direction of the convoy that was still out of sight but rapidly heading our way. We ducked and weaved around tree trunks and a small pump house, following the route we’d gone over and over during our preparations. Just stick to the plan…
 
   Jogging a few more yards, we hid inside the small pump house, our temporary hideaway while we geared ourselves up for what was to come, but it barely fit the three of us. Old tractors and plowing equipment were scattered around it and the giant barn in front of us, perfect for added concealment when the firing began.
 
   My eyes shot to my mom. “I can sense the rest of us,” I said through panting breaths. Some of our people were racing on horseback and others were getting into position, ready and waiting for a full-fledged battle. I searched for the General or any new minds that might be in the truck. “I can sense the minds in the trucks—of the soldiers by Biggs—but I can’t sense the minds in one of the Humvees.”
 
   Harper’s eyes flashed to mine as he readied his gun, ensuring it was locked and loaded. “Can you?” Harper asked my mom.
 
   “No, but he’s clearly in there. But I can’t null their minds if I can’t feel them,” she said. I heard the tremor in her voice as she turned to watch the vehicles approaching in the distance. “They have to be protected by someone, something bigger and stronger than nulling—a shield of some sort,” she said, frowning.
 
   “Then what about the EMP?” I nearly screeched. “Will it still work?”
 
   “Fuck,” Harper spat and peered out at the road.
 
   My mom stared at me, thinking. “Let’s just hope that Gregory was so worried about protecting his mind—his control over everything—that he didn’t consider anything—”
 
   And then it happened. My body hummed and the gunfire to the north of us faded as the sound of fast-approaching, rumbling engines sputtered to nothing. The three of us stared out the cracked door, watching the two Humvees rounding the bend in front of us roll to a stop, the rest of the caravan still further down the road. All of them stopped.
 
   Within seconds there was another wave of gunfire across the street, followed by another down the road. There was shouting and the sound of metal on metal, and I wasn’t sure what else. I found Jake and Sanchez’s minds, but still nothing of Jason or my dad, which I assumed meant Jason was nulling all other Abilities around them and they were safe.
 
   I strained to see out through the opening. The two Humvees nearest us were still closed up and untouched. The shield the General was using obviously hadn’t protected the function of the vehicles, since they’d been stopped by Carlos, but the people inside at least one of them were still safe from us.
 
   Gunfire. Blaring, incessant gunfire was exchanged at the farm across the street.
 
   “Let’s go,” Harper said, tossing me my crossbow. He turned to my mom. “Anna, stay in the shed. You’ll be safe in here for now.”
 
   She balked and glanced at me before she took a step forward. “What? No. I’m not staying in here. I’m—”
 
   “Going to get killed,” he said brusquely. My mom paled, but he continued. “Without Re-gen backup, our plans are shot to shit. You didn’t risk everything—all of us and the lives of your kids—so you could run out there and get yourself killed in the first five minutes by a stray bullet to the head.”
 
   “Right,” she said. “Just like I didn’t do all of this to hide in here while my children get shot at and maybe killed!”
 
   Harper’s tone hardened. “Do you want to end this, once and for all? Our Abilities are worthless on them, we have no backup; all we have left is the element of surprise. At this point, you might be our only weapon against Herodson.” Harper was angry, worried, struggling. But so was my mom. “Fine,” he finally said. “Go around the left side of the barn.” He pointed at what stood a dozen yards in front of the pump house and bent down. Harper unzipped the duffel with all the ammo and a few spare weapons, pulling out a handgun. He handed it to her. “I’m assuming that at some point in your twenty years at the Colony you learned how to use one of these?”
 
   My mom nodded and accepted the gun. I could tell she didn’t like the feel of it in her hands any more than I did. “Take cover behind that dually.” He nodded in the direction of the truck a dozen or so yards to the left of the large, hay-filled barn. “Except for the Frates exit, the rest of the gunfire is south. So if you see anyone who’s not one of us coming up from the left, shoot to kill. We’ll be close; we’ll hear the shots. We need you to be our eyes.”
 
   It was a shoddy plan, sending her to the opposite side of the barn alone, but there was little we could do about that amid the ringing of gunshots to the right and left of us. I knew Harper was just trying to keep her alive. I gave my mom a tight-lipped smile.
 
   Harper tossed her two extra clips. “Watch your ass out there.” He nodded at her, then looked at me. “Okay, let’s move it,” he said, and the three of us ran out of the pump house, heading toward the front of the barn—toward the road—and the junk piles south-side just in front of the road. “You see anyone, kill them!” Harper said to us, just loud enough to hear over the gunfire. “If they aren’t our people—they’re dangerous.” I wholeheartedly agreed.
 
   My mom nodded to us as we drew closer to the back of the barn, and we parted ways—my mom heading around the north while we went south. I watched as she disappeared around the side of the building, headed toward the dually, and I hoped—prayed—she would be okay.
 
   After a few more pounding heartbeats and a couple missteps, Harper and I noticed the back door of the second Humvee was open.
 
   “Shit,” I heard Harper say, and we stopped behind the barn to regroup. “They’re mobile,” he said, his voice low, and I could tell the wheels in his mind were turning—recalibrating our plan.
 
   My ears were ringing, though the gunshots seemed fewer than before. “I’m not sure where they are. I still can’t feel their minds.”
 
   Harper opened his mouth, but however he was intending to respond, he was cut short by a saccharine voice, shouting above the gunfire.
 
   “I can feel your mind, handsome!” It was a woman.
 
   What the hell? We both straightened, readying our weapons.
 
   “I heard voices, so I know you’re not alone. Why don’t you bring your friend on out here?” The voice was getting closer, growing louder. How she wasn’t afraid of getting shot at, I couldn’t fathom.
 
   Without warning, Harper nudged me past the barn. “Go,” he commanded.
 
   But I dug my heels into the ground and glared at him. “Go? What are—”
 
   Harper’s rifle was aimed at my forehead.
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   DANI
 
   DECEMBER 21, 1AE
 
   The Farm, California
 
    
 
   “Shit! Guys!” The telepathic curse was out of my mouth before I could think. I hadn’t meant to shout at the many human minds I was connected to between the farm and the eucalyptus grove. I took a deep breath, focusing on what was important. “A couple of the hawks just spotted movement on the road,” I told our scattered troops. “They must’ve been using some kind of an illusion or something, but it’s down now. Get ready, and for God’s sake, be careful!”
 
   “Get into the cottage, Red,” Jason said, his response drowning out the others. “You’ve done everything you can for us. Now you need to protect yourself and the farm.”
 
   “Okay,” I said, biting my lip. I took two steps toward the front door of the cottage, but hesitated before entering and joining the others who’d stayed behind and placed both hands over my barely there baby bump. I bowed my head and closed my eyes. “I love you,” I said to Jason right before I slipped through the front door into Peter’s nulling field, severing our telepathic connection. In that single action, I severed all of my connections, human and animal alike. And therein lay the problem, so far as I was concerned.
 
   I’d recruited hundreds, maybe thousands of creatures to help us defend ourselves and our valley, but what none of the others currently out in the battlefield seemed to understand was how useless the animals’ desire to assist us would be without me there to direct them. It was their active connection to me that helped them decide where to go, who the “good guys” were, and who wasn’t. It was the animals’ connection to me that made it possible for them to even recognize the enemy. And right now, encased as I was in Peter’s nulling field—which protected me from having my mind influenced by another Ability, let alone detected by one—I had zero connection with the animals.
 
   I hurried over to the kitchen table, where Grayson, Larissa, Camille, Vanessa, Peter, Sam, and Annie were seated, Ellie and Everett in their carriers on the floor nearby and the dogs and our resident cat family lounging nearer to the hearth. “Alright,” I said, pacing alongside the table. “Herodson’s here—or there, or whatever.” I waved one hand frantically, then scanned the faces of my companions. “We’re all in agreement—I’m heading out to direct the animal troops, right? This is what’s best, no matter what happens?” The seven of us had come up with an extension of the plan to defend our home after the others had departed, one that they—specifically Jason—couldn’t argue against, since they weren’t here.
 
   Grayson nodded. “It’s the best way I see to keep our people safe.” He glanced at the twins. “The only way.”
 
   Larissa, Camille, Vanessa, and Peter nodded. Only Sam and Annie abstained.
 
   “Guys? Any objections?” I focused on Annie and Sam, the youngest two members of our impromptu council, sitting side by side, eyes opened wide and unblinking.
 
   Finally, Sam nodded, too. “You should go. I’ll listen, and if they get too close to us…” He held up his bow and looked to the guns lying on the tabletop.
 
   “We’ll hold them off for as long as we can,” Peter added, meeting Sam’s gaze with a reassuring nod. “We’ll do whatever it takes.”
 
   I halted my pacing and smiled at them, touched by how immersed they’d become in protecting our family.
 
   A moment later, Annie slid off her chair and padded over to me. “I’ll go with you.” She looked up at me with her big blue eyes. “Mama.”
 
   My heart all but convulsed. “No, honey.” I dropped to my knees and shook my head emphatically. “You’ll be safer in the cottage. You have to stay here. I can communicate with the animals on my own. It’ll be safer this way.”
 
   Scowling, Annie shook her head. “No it won’t!”
 
   “Annie—”
 
   She stomped one furry booted foot. “Snowflake and the others are on their way, and they want me to help them know who to fight.”
 
   “They—what?” It was the first I’d heard of the Tahoe pack planning on joining the fight, and although their potential presence was a big plus, I highly doubted they’d arrive in time to be of any real help.
 
   Annie nodded, her eyes serious. “Snowflake sent a bunch of the wolves ahead days ago.”
 
   “Oh my God,” I whispered. Wolves were stealthy. They were incredibly fast and lethal. Having them as soldiers on our side could be invaluable. And I knew, without a doubt, that having Annie speak with them would be far more effective than me, because she’d lived with them for months—she shared a connection with these wolves akin to my connection with Jack and Wings. “I—”
 
   I looked at the others seated at the table, my eyes tearing up. How could I bring Annie out there? Here, she was safe, protected, hidden. Out there, she would be in danger…exposed. But even with all of the foxes and coyotes and birds and other animals I’d managed to call in, the Tahoe wolves might very well make all the difference. For all of us.
 
   Distant gunfire shattered our collective indecision, and my heart rate hop-skipped to double time. Jason, I thought. Zo…
 
   “I’ll come with you,” Larissa said. “An illusion hiding this whole place might not be as good as a nulling field, but at least it’s something.”
 
   I looked at Larissa, then back at Annie, then at Grayson. More gunfire broke the tense silence, a ticking time bomb.
 
   “We’ll snuff out all the candles and lanterns,” he said. “We’ll douse the fire. Nobody’ll have any reason to suspect that we’re here.”
 
   My focus returned to Annie. I crouched and placed my hands on either side of her face. “Are you sure, Annie?”
 
   She nodded, her eyes ancient.
 
   I swallowed roughly, then cleared my throat, certain I was about to make the biggest mistake of my life. Afraid that if I didn’t, I would live to regret it until I took my final, dying breath. Afraid that if I didn’t, breath would whoosh from my lungs all too soon—that death would come for us all on this day. “Alright,” I said, spurred by the now incessant rat-tat-tat-tat rat-tat-tat-tat and crack crack crack of gunshots miles away. I met Larissa’s eyes and took a deep breath. “Alright. Let’s do it.”
 
   Mere seconds later, Annie’s hand in mine and Jack, Cooper, and Larissa trailing behind me, I marched out through the front door. The animals’ minds sprang to life within my telepathic radar almost as soon as we were out of the house, heading toward the hill behind the farmhouse that led up to our little cemetery, homemade crosses and etched headstones scattered throughout.
 
   When I’d considered where to base my clandestine operations, I’d thought it best to stick to higher ground, picking the best vantage point on the farm’s land. Plus, it seemed somehow fitting to be near my closest fallen friends while I fought to protect the lives of the living. Though Larissa and Annie had joined me, I didn’t see any reason to change my plans now. Anyone who came to the farm looking for people would look in the stable and barn, or the farmhouse first, being the most central. The cottage would be last. But in the cemetery, hidden among the tombstones—why would anybody think to look for us there?
 
   Unless they sense us…
 
   But we’ll be fine, I repeated to myself over and over. Doubt was unhelpful. And even if the General’s forces made it to the farm and did sense us, they’d have a barrier of irate horses, cows, and goats to battle through to get to us—not to mention the myriad of wild animals gathered throughout Hope Valley, prepared to fight with us tooth and nail.
 
   “Biggs,” I said as we hiked up the muddy hill, reaching out to the leader of the group surrounded by the most enemy minds, according to all the blips on my mental radar. Jason’s group seemed fine for now, as did Zoe’s and Chris’s. “Do you need reinforcements?”
 
   “Dani? What are you—yes! There’s too many of—” He cut off, and I couldn’t help but wonder if some of the echoing gunfire belonged to him. “There’s too damn many of ’em. Any kind of backup would help. A goddamn squirrel would help.”
 
   “You got it,” I said, sending not squirrels, but a throng of raccoons, along with the foxes and coyotes nearest them—nearly forty in all—and a mismatched band of several hundred owls and hawks prepared to drop stones on the enemy from high above like primitive bomber planes. “I sent in the—”
 
   “Oh my God…” I could sense maybe sixty or seventy unfamiliar, dangerously focused and hostile human minds not quite a mile away, west of the valley and moving toward us slowly enough that I thought they might be on foot, but fast enough that I’d have wagered they were running. They hadn’t made it through the barricade, they’d gone around it, and they were heading straight for the farm. For us.
 
   And regardless of their speed, there were too many of them.
 
   “This is good enough,” I said breathily, laying down amongst the soggy tall grasses covering the hillside and pulling Annie down with me. We were barely halfway up the hill, but the grass and shrubs were taller where we were than at the top, and since I now had more than myself and my unborn little girl to think of, I figured maximum cover was best. I scratched Jack’s furry neck, and reached out to rub Cooper behind his ear as a quick thank you and reassurance of what was to come.
 
   Larissa eased down onto her stomach beside us and turned her face to me as she closed her eyes. “Don’t talk to me,” she said softly. “I need to concentrate on making the strongest illusion of an empty hillside possible. With luck, they’ll never even know we’re here.”
 
   Taking her instruction seriously, I nodded but didn’t actually respond. Miles away, I sensed one of the human minds in Biggs’s group wink out, closely followed by another, along with a smattering of animal minds. A few of the enemy had fallen as well, but the reinforcements I sent to them—it wasn’t enough. 
 
   “You doing okay?” I asked Annie, brushing her wild curls out of her face.
 
   “Yeah.” When her eyes met mine, her focus was distant. She was partially melded with the wolves.
 
   “They’re not close enough to help us here,” I said, noting with surprise that the lupine battalion consisted of well over thirty wolves. It was notably more beasts than had been in Snowflake’s pack this last spring. “Who’s the alpha?” Not Snowflake, since I didn’t sense her mind and, as Annie had said, she’d sent a group of wolves ahead to aid us.
 
   “Rain Dancer,” Annie told me before pointing out his mind to me. “He’s this one. Smart. Tough. Wise. He is a good wolf. A strong wolf.”
 
   “Okay, sweetie, listen carefully…” And keeping a close mental eye on the approaching wave of enemy troops, I said, “Merge with Rain Dancer. I’ll watch over you while you drift with him, I promise, but I need you to take him to Biggs—you know who I’m talking about, right?”
 
   “Yeah…”
 
   “And you can feel where he is, right?”
 
   “Mmhmmm…”
 
   “Okay, good.” I inhaled deeply, then held my breath, hoping, once again, that I wasn’t making an enormous, irrevocable mistake. “When you’re drifting with Rain Dancer, guide the wolves toward Biggs. He needs the wolves’ help. They all do. And make sure the wolves move like ghosts. If they don’t, they will be ghosts,” I told her, threading my words with primal meaning I knew she’d be able to understand and pass on to the wolves.
 
   “Okay.” Annie’s eyes closed, and her mind went dormant. Because she wasn’t really there anymore; she was in Rain Dancer.
 
   And then, as I focused all of my attention on another mass of people approaching from the opposite direction, I felt panic start to set in. There really were simply too damn many of them. Even with the horses and cows and goats clustered around the farm, waiting to stampede if necessary, I didn’t see how we would fend our attackers off if they sensed us.
 
   “I’m so sorry,” I said to the newly formed soul cuddled within my womb. She’d never had a chance to live, and while I dared to hope that our efforts to assist the others had paid off and that most of our friends would live, corrosive doubts sunk in as to whether my farm-bound companions could look forward to such a hopeful future…or to any future at all.
 
   “Please,” I said, calling out to the uncommitted minds all around us, to the crows and ravens and deer and bats, to the creatures who’d yet to decide whether we were worth fighting for or if we were better off left for dead. “Please—we need you. If you help us, I swear to you, you and your kind will forever be safe on our land. Please! Help us!” And as I spoke en masse telepathically, I pictured the approaching swarm of the General’s troops as seen from one of the raven’s eyes, camouflaged and sneaking over the opposite side of the very hill Annie, Larissa, and I were huddled on. “Protect us from these people, and we’ll protect you in the future!”
 
   From the raven, I felt something click—an agreement of sorts. A moment later, I felt something similar from the crows, then from the bats. From the deer, I felt nothing but radio silence. So be it.
 
   As I sensed the air-bound minds approaching, a hum filled the air. It was almost electrically charged. I looked to the west, to the place where a multilayered blanket of blackness darkened the morning sky. The crows and ravens and bats were on their way.
 
   I reached down to my thigh and drew my pistol, praying that we, feathered, fanged, and armed, would be enough.
 
   I took a deep breath, then another and another as the sky darkened overhead and the minds of the enemy neared the crest of the hill. And then I blinked, a huge, new mass appearing on my radar just to the south of us. A strange-feeling mass, filled with muddled, complex minds—minds I hadn’t been able to sense until they were practically right on top of me. A mass led by the one and only Becca Vaughn.
 
   I grinned as nearly half of the Re-gens drew nearer to our position and relief flooded me, driving away the dread and acceptance of what I’d felt was sure to come. With a slightly lighter heart, I closed my eyes and concentrated. Speaking telepathically with Re-gens was always more difficult than any other type of mind I communicated with.
 
   “Becca,” I called out with my Ability. “Can you hear me? Where have you been? Do you know what’s happening?”
 
   Choppy, half-formed images appeared in my mind.
 
    
 
   Re-gens hiding in a large building, in an area I didn’t recognize. 
 
    
 
   Re-gens sneaking along the trees lining the east edge of the farm, up the driveway, around the farmhouse and cottage, surrounding our home, protecting it, and climbing up the hillside toward the cemetery.
 
    
 
   The General’s people cresting the hill, attacking.
 
    
 
   Re-gens and dark, winged creatures fighting, falling.
 
    
 
   Me, firing my gun, even as I was hiding amongst tall grasses on the hillside.
 
    
 
   Grayson and me, standing side by side in the sunlight with the twins in our arms and Annie and Sam standing in front of us, holding handfuls of flowers.
 
    
 
   “They’re close, Dani…” Larissa’s whispered voice was strained, and for good reason. I could see our foes’ shadowed silhouettes against the horizon as they approached. “We have to run!” Her voice was too loud. She was going to get us killed if she didn’t shut up. “We—”
 
   “No.” I looked at her, my focus unyielding. “We stay here,” I said in her mind. Reaching out, I latched a hand around her arm and held her fast to the ground. “Stay down!”
 
   Though her eyes were wide with fear and darting around frantically, Larissa conceded, and as we settled back down, a fast-moving wave of shadows slithered over us as the bats and ravens and crows closed in. Near the base of the hill, I could sense the clouded Re-gen minds, creeping closer.
 
   When the first round of gunfire exploded, closely followed by shouting and another round of gunfire, I threw myself over Annie’s body and squeezed my eyes shut. And as chaos erupted around us, I whispered telepathically, “I’m so sorry. I should have made you stay behind.” I couldn’t fathom the risk of losing both Annie and the baby girl inside me, should something happen to me.
 
   From Rain Dancer’s mind, Annie’s response was, “I would’ve snuck out to join you anyway.”
 
   With a whimper, I held her a little closer and kissed her forehead. She was so brave. Too damn brave. I could be brave, too.
 
   So I boosted myself up on my elbows, sighted the nearest of the General’s soldiers, and pulled the trigger. As the enemy body dropped, the Re-gens drew closer and the cloud of dark-sheathed bodies descended from the sky, cawing and biting and screeching and clawing. Through the veil of chaos, I sighted another enemy, and I pulled the trigger once more. I’d be damned if I wasn’t going to do everything possible to keep my girls safe.
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   ZOE
 
   DECEMBER 21, 1AE
 
   Petaluma Valley, California
 
    
 
   “H,” I said shakily, frozen in place and staring down the barrel of his rifle. “What the fuck?” It was a rough, confused whisper. The morning sunlight illuminated the battle warring behind his eyes as he glanced around, scanning the area like he was searching for answers.
 
   “Disarm your friends and bring them to me,” the woman demanded, sounding irritated. “Now.”
 
   Harper focused on me, and only me. When his gaze hardened, I knew this wasn’t going to end well for me.
 
   “H, this isn’t you,” I said, frantic. “Whatever it is, fight it. You have to fight it.”
 
   Conviction radiating off of him, Harper stripped me of my pistol and crossbow and tore the quiver off my back. “You heard the lady,” he growled and tossed my things out, beyond the protection of the building.
 
   “What the fuck are you doing, H? Don’t listen to her, she’s poisoning your mind!” I shouted. Dying in the crossfire or at the will of Herodson was something I’d almost expected, but not a shot to the head from Harper.
 
   But without hesitation, the cool barrel of his rifle pressed against my temple, and he motioned for me to step into view. “Move it,” he said coldly, and I knew my friend was gone, locked away in his own mind somewhere.
 
   Fighting back tears, I stepped out from behind the barn and into the open. I focused on a curvaceous Latina who had her hair pulled up in a ponytail and a pleased smile parting her full lips. It almost looked like she was wearing lipstick. Though she looked out of place surrounded by rusted metal and farm equipment, she seemed strangely familiar.
 
   “Well, well, well. What do we have here?” She looked intrigued as she eyed me. She was a tad out of breath, like she’d run here from the safety of the Humvee for some reason. And how she’d spotted us, I had no idea.
 
   She giggled, her eyes shifting from my gun, crossbow, and arrows to me. “And you were going to use a bow and arrow to kill me? Really? I’m bored already,” she deadpanned.
 
   “I guess you wouldn’t mind if I grabbed them then,” I said, wishing her dead for mind-controlling my friend.
 
   She sneered and looked at Harper, licking her lips, like she was really seeing him for the first time. “And you,” she said, taking a step toward him.
 
   Harper looked at her, but his glare returned to me, pinning me in place like he only had one single objective: control and kill if necessary.
 
   “You look good enough to eat,” she purred as her bronze hand reached out for Harper’s bicep. “I think you and I—”
 
   My stomach churned. “Get away from him, psycho,” I growled, unable to control my tongue.
 
   I could tell she didn’t like that very much; her eyes narrowed on me, though her smile was wide. “Why? Seems to me he’s not your friend anymore.” She smiled broadly. “He’s mine. So I wouldn’t worry too much about it.” She glanced to Harper. “Bring her to the Humvee,” she said and nodded toward the road. “We’ll see what the General wants to do with her.”
 
   I realized then that the air was still and the morning was mostly quiet, save for a few errant gunshots.
 
   Harper gripped my arm tightly and prompted me to move.
 
   I nearly tripped over a hunk of metal as I stared at him, refusing to break eye contact. “H, look at me, H,” I pleaded. “It’s me, Zoe. It’s Baby Girl. You don’t want to do this.” He shoved me ahead of him. “Harper—”
 
   “Zoe?” psycho asked, an all-too-amused pitch in her tone. Dread filled me as her brown eyes scoured me from head to toe. “You’re Zoe, as in Jason’s sister?”
 
   And then it hit me. I’d seen this woman in Dani’s memories. I’d heard horror stories and wanted to rip her face off, even before now. “And you’re the bitch I’d hoped was dead,” I spat.
 
   I took a step forward, wanting to put a bullet between Cece’s eyes for being such a horrid person, for what she’d done to Dani and my brother almost a year ago, and what she was doing to Harper now. But Harper jabbed his gun into my back and gripped my arm tighter.
 
   Cece tsked and took another step closer, her gaze glued to my face. “All I need to do is even think the magic words and you’re dead. And let’s be honest, I’ve known you a minute, and I already can’t stand you.”
 
   “The feeling’s mutual,” I snapped. Becca’s warning for Dani to stay at the farm if she wanted the baby safe was finally starting to make sense.
 
   Cece laughed. “You really are your brother’s sister…such a conundrum.” She shook her head, the wayward brown tendrils from her ponytail blowing in the breeze around her face. “I never could understand what he saw in that twit Dani. And you have a gun pointed at you, and you think you’re being cute. Idiocy must run in the family.” She winked at Harper. “That’s okay, I know the perfect remedy.”
 
   “It must piss you off then,” I blurted, desperate to postpone the inevitable. I knew Jason was her weak spot, I could feel the angsty yearning she still had for him—the unattainable one that got away—thanks to the weakening shield around her. Which meant that the shield-maker was inside the Humvee.
 
   “What do you mean?” she asked, taking the bait.
 
   I tried to withhold my satisfaction in watching her wheels turn. “They’re married now,” I said.
 
   Cece’s stare bored into me, and her lips formed a thin, pursed line. It’d pushed her beyond her limits; I could see the gleam of satisfaction in her eyes. “Watching you die is going to be fun. Well,” she amended quickly, putting up her palm, “not as fun as killing Dani will be, but then, I’ve been waiting all year to do that. It makes me sad that I won’t actually be there to hear her screaming and see the terror on her face when our troops arrive.”
 
   Horror must have filled my eyes, because Cece’s sneer turned into a grin. “Oh, you didn’t think this little convoy was all of us, did you? We split up. The others took a different route.” She shook her head, and I could feel her gratification. “I’ll tell you a little secret,” she whispered and leaned a bit closer to me, though not enough that I could reach her if I tried. “We have seven trucks headed to your quaint little farm right now—big trucks, filled with lots of guns and angry men, most under my control. They’ll be all over that place before Dani even knows they’re there.”
 
   The fact that there were more of them—a lot more, from the sounds of it—heading to the farm was enough to let the weight of defeat pummel my stomach, making it roil. “They won’t make it,” I said evenly, trying to knock her down a peg. This wasn’t over; we hadn’t lost, not yet. “There’s no way. If you think we left Dani there defenseless, then you’re an idiot. We have an entire town on our side,” I lied, though Dani did have an animal battalion of sorts, and I hoped to God that they stood a chance. “You only have a small army.” Say something, Dani! Contact me! I couldn’t warn her, not if she didn’t reach out telepathically first.
 
   I watched as Cece’s eyes clouded with doubt and her grip tightened on her pistol. “You’re lying.”
 
   “There you are,” said an eerily steady, approaching voice. “What are you doing, Cecilia?”
 
   Cece spun around, and we both straightened when we saw Herodson walking up. I hadn’t noticed him in my battle of wits with Cece.
 
   The General had two men flanking him on each side, guns aimed at me—at Harper too? I wasn’t sure. Herodson was pure menace, and no matter how many times I’d been warned about him, had seen him in memories, seeing him in person made my skin crawl with pure terror.
 
   “I saw these two trying to escape the fight,” Cece lied. “But don’t worry, I stopped them.”
 
   Herodson studied her. “Really?” His gaze shifted to Harper, dressed in his military clothes, and then his eyes rested on me before they returned to Cece. “That seems unlikely. Are you sure this gentleman is not the reason you jumped out of the Humvee so quickly? As helpful as you are at manipulating the male mind, I have to say, Cecilia, your little distractions grow bothersome after a time.”
 
   When Herodson looked at me, really looked at me and narrowed his eyes, assessing me, my mouth went instantly dry, and I wondered if death would be better than anything he had in store for me. I could almost feel his arms around me as a child, those vengeful eyes boring into me…
 
   He turned to face Cece. “If I have to remind you again, Cecilia,” he said, his voice flat, “that you do what I say, not what your pathetic hormonal tendencies tell you to do, I’ll kill you. Do we have an understanding?” He clasped his hands behind his back.
 
   Herodson continued scolding her, but my attention was drawn behind him to the Humvee, where I noticed more movement. There was a mangled-looking man—a Re-gen, perhaps—standing dumbly by the open rear door of the second Humvee, where I assumed the General had been sitting. The Re-gen seemed disoriented, like he didn’t understand his surroundings.
 
   Unbidden, my mind opened to him. He had no aura, and his head was mush, as if one too many experiments had fried his brain. Whatever he was, his Ability was amped up and strong, but it was fading, fast.
 
   Then I felt the pain and suffering of the friendly minds in the near vicinity. I felt dimming minds and blank ones; there were fewer, and that realization frightened me. I tried to pinpoint Jake or Sanchez, my dad and my mom, to make sure any of them were still safe. But then I realized Herodson was staring at me again, and I lost all train of thought.
 
   “But—” Cece pleaded. With my mind open, I could see the light brown glow of her aura and her gaping mouth and fearful gaze as she took a step toward the General. The shield was fading, I was sure of it. Mind-meddling was all I could do at this point.
 
   “Your one saving grace, my dear,” he said over his shoulder to her, “is that with your help, most of the men have decided they want to join the winning side—the right side—and I have most of the rebels contained and in the custody of my men, all of which puts me in a slightly better mood.
 
   “Now,” he said, smiling at me. “Sorry about that, Zoe.” He eyed me another moment before speaking. “It’s been a while since I saw you last.” He reached out and touched the strands of hair hanging around my face.
 
   I felt the color drain from my cheeks as the realization hit me: he wasn’t glowing, not even a little bit, as the shield protecting him began to fade, allowing me to glimpse the auras of the men flanking him. A black fringy shadow was all that surrounded the General, and even though it was faint and partially hidden, it didn’t feel like the others.
 
   Bile rose in the back of my throat. Herodson wasn’t…human, not completely. I tried not to quiver or offend him as all my fears and questions coalesced and I fought to stay focused. I had no quips or snide comments. I just stood there, Harper’s gun still trained at my head, his grip still tight around my arm, and a demon from hell staring right into my soul.
 
   “You look just like your mother,” Herodson said. “Your eyes…” He stared at me, like he was lost inside them. I knew he could control my mind, that he could manipulate me if he wanted to, but he hadn’t. I wasn’t sure why. Unable to stand staring into his cold, gray eyes, my gaze shifted to the Re-gen at the Humvee again.
 
   When the General noticed, his grin returned. “Ah, I see you’ve spotted my new toy.”
 
   “What did you do to him?” I asked, feeling my brow furrow at my own curiosity.
 
   With a contented exhale, like he was taking in a work of art, Herodson pivoted so he could see the Re-gen slowly coming toward us. “This is an old friend I decided had better use. He gestured to the Re-gen-ish man. “FM-01 is a small side project I started when I got wind that Cole was in the area again.” He tapped his head for effect. “I couldn’t risk my old foe getting in here, nor could I allow any of his accomplices’ Abilities to affect me. So, I found a solution, as always. FM-01 is my very own Ability force field, if you will.”
 
   When the General realized I was less than fascinated, he cracked his neck and gestured toward his Humvee. “Come. The middle of a junk-cluttered field hardly seems an appropriate place to catch up, given that we haven’t seen each other in over twenty years.”
 
   I shook my head and took a step backward. There was no way in hell I was going anywhere with him. I’d rather be dead. But I realized my mistake too late, and as his anger flared, I thought for sure I would be dead. The General gritted his teeth. Before I even knew what was going on, the back of his hand met with my face. Stunned, my eyes shifted to Harper, who stood by, oblivious, and to Cece, who appeared to be enthralled.
 
   Reluctantly, my eyes refocused on the General, my own anger flaring as I brought my palm up to my stinging face. I felt around in his mind, a deflated mess of partial memories and walls he’d constructed over time. All I could see were images of death and a hunger for power. And my mom’s face.
 
   He didn’t love her. This went beyond love. He was haunted by her, obsessed.
 
   Both his jaw and his hands clenched. “Until I find your mother, you will stay with me, Zoe. And if she left, thinking she could protect you that way, I’ll find plenty of uses for you, mark my words.”
 
   Knowing that Jake, at least, wasn’t dead—perhaps captured, but definitely not dead—I knew he wouldn’t want me to give in. And my mom hadn’t given up her life and risked Peter’s so I could be imprisoned by the General.
 
   “I would rather die,” I ground out. “You ruined my family. You took her away from me. You—”
 
   “I’m sorry to hear you say that, Zoe. Truly I am.” General Herodson’s eyes narrowed on me, and he scratched the side of his face. “You want to come with me,” he said, his words resonating throughout my mind, and I knew that now, more than ever, I needed my mom to null him, to stop him if she was ever going to.
 
   “Mom!” I shouted. And just as my mind started to feel a little fuzzy and detached, I heard her voice.
 
   “Gregory, please. Wait!”
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   “Gregory, please. Wait!” Anna blurted, stumbling around the corner of the barn and toward the cluster of people threatening her daughter’s life dozens of yards away…threatening her daughter’s mind. When she’d registered that there was no gunfire coming from their post, she’d assumed the worst and come running, only to find Gregory approaching. She’d hid behind one of the tractors, watching while she kept her own mind veiled from any who might sense her, but once she’d heard Zoe’s desperate cry, she’d known she couldn’t hide anymore.
 
   “Don’t, please. I—” She tripped over a stone sticking up out of the ground, barely catching herself before continuing on toward her demented “husband” and endangered daughter.
 
   Anna avoided looking at Cecelia, one of a half-dozen of Gregory’s favorite tools, his Controllers. And somehow, she kept herself from looking at Zoe, from seeing the way fear was undoubtedly transforming her. Instead, Anna focused on Gregory, just like he’d always wanted.
 
   “I thought I’d never see you again,” she practically sobbed. She had to play to her strengths…to his weaknesses. Now, with Zoe’s free will on the line and Anna out in the open, it was the only way.
 
   Gregory bristled, standing straighter and folding his arms over his chest. He tilted his head back, just a little, and eyed her. “I was under the impression that not seeing me again was exactly what you wanted, my dear.”
 
   “No!” Anna continued stumbling onward, moving slowly so as not to startle Gregory into doing something in haste. He’d already struck Zoe once; she couldn’t bear to watch him hurt her again. She allowed herself to trip once more, this time over nothing. Better she appear weak, unsteady, out of sorts. Better Gregory and his pet Controller think she wasn’t a threat.
 
   “I didn’t have a choice, Gregory. Jason”—Anna spat her eldest son’s name—“brought a woman like Tom, but stronger, and she made me believe horrible things.” Anna shook her head frantically, willing tears to pool in her eyes, forcing her voice to quaver. “They threatened Peter…they threatened our son.” Anna took a shaky breath, reminding herself not to rush her plea. Gregory didn’t like things like this to be rushed. “If I didn’t come with them…they’ve got him locked up now, Gregory!”
 
   The great General Herodson arched his neck to the side in a long, drawn-out stretch. It was a tell of his. Anna should know; she’d spent over two decades learning how to read him, how to deceive him. The neck stretch meant he was listening, considering. It was a good sign. Probably.
 
   Anna glanced at FM-01, surprised to see him alive, however warped, and walking somewhat unsteadily toward Gregory. The Re-gen had been far from functional when she’d escaped from the Colony, and she couldn’t imagine how Gregory had managed to get him up and running. But that didn’t matter right now.
 
   Anna refocused on Gregory. “Now that you’ve broken Larissa’s hold on my mind, I can see everything so clearly.” She’d almost reached Zoe. Almost reached Gregory. Almost reached freedom…victory. “Let’s go get Peter,” she said as she passed Zoe, passed Harper and the pet Controller, and headed straight toward Gregory, all the while picturing Tom. She let all of the love and hope and respect and adoration she felt for Tom show on her face while she looked into Gregory’s open, eager, hopeful gray eyes. “Let’s go home.”
 
   And once more, Anna stubbed the toe of her boot on the earth, purposefully and hard this time. She tripped, stumbling past Gregory and directly into FM-01.
 
   The Re-gen yelped. Their legs tangled. Arms flailed.
 
   But not Anna’s arms.
 
   She grabbed onto the front of FM-01’s jacket, while reaching down for the small hunting knife Tom had tucked away inside a special sheath he’d sewn into her right boot. She jerked the knife free and jammed it into the side of the Re-gen’s groin and, if she was lucky, shredded his femoral artery. If bleeding out didn’t break his concentration and shatter his shield, nothing would.
 
   Anna and FM-01 hit the ground, and so many things happened all at once. Too many things.
 
   FM-01 howled, kicking and flailing until Anna was thrown to the side.
 
   Anna felt the shield fall and the minds of Gregory’s people burst into existence around her, most notably Gregory himself and his pet Controller.
 
   Gregory shouted, “YOU—WHAT DID YOU DO?” and strode toward Anna, taking hold of the front of her coat and lifting her off the ground.
 
   Anna grinned. And nulled Cece and Gregory and every damn one of his people.
 
   Eyes wide and feverish, Gregory roared and shook Anna. Hard. “How could you, Anna? You were mine—you were with me. I loved you.”
 
   “I didn’t love you,” she said.
 
   As Gregory’s veneer cracked, his grip on her coat slipped, and Anna stumbled backward. She tripped over FM-01’s body, and fell heavily. Fireworks filled her eyes as the back of her head exploded with pain, and piercing, fiery agony followed. Her back burned, the feeling of searing torn flesh.
 
   Remotely, she heard a single, muffled noise. A gunshot, she thought.
 
   And then she heard nothing. She saw nothing. She thought nothing.
 
   She was nothing. 
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   Clip. Clop. Clip. Clop. Clip. Clop.
 
   Shadow’s hoof steps were steady and predictable, like the sound of my heart beating, dull and even in my ears. I felt like I was in a wasteland of nothingness. The lulling sound and movement of Shadow’s body was my only comfort—I clung to it. The mourning silence around me was deafening, a screaming, ear-piercing void that followed our procession home.
 
   It was like it hadn’t happened, any of it, and yet like it would be ingrained in my mind for the rest of my life. Until now, there hadn’t been a single moment to process, to think. Not about the men dropping their guns behind Cece and the disorientation that had registered on her face as she realized her mind control was no longer working on any of them. She had no idea it was because of my mom.
 
    
 
   The instant Harper’s rifle fell from my head, I crouched on one knee to snatch my pistol from my discarded holster. My fingers moved more swiftly than I expected, the training and adrenaline kicking my responses into overdrive. Pivoting on one knee, I aimed the handgun at Cece’s chest and pulled the trigger.
 
    
 
   The cracking sound of the bullet had gone unheard at the time, but as I replayed the way Cece’s eyes had widened in shock and surprise, the sound was too loud to ignore. She’d looked at me, and her eyes had narrowed as she stumbled backward. The memory would’ve brought a grim smile to my face, were I still capable of smiling.
 
    
 
   Cece only wavered on her feet, so I pulled the trigger again, aiming for her forehead, where no bulletproof vest could deflect the nine-millimeter bullet I wanted to end her vile existence.
 
   Pensive and ready to pull the trigger again if I had to, I watched Cece’s body finally go limp and collapse to the ground. There was no gasping for air or struggling. There was nothing but a blank mind, and I couldn’t help the satisfaction I felt in seeing her lifeless body lose its aura, once and for all.
 
   “Zoe?”
 
   Twisting around, I aimed the gun at the encroaching person to my left. It was Harper.
 
   He took a step toward me, his green eyes wide as they flicked from the pistol aimed at his chest to my face. “Are you okay, Baby Girl?” he whispered. He was in apparent shock, though his hands were up in surrender. Quickly and full of concern, Harper’s eyes scanned me, making sure I wasn’t injured—that he hadn’t injured me. “I’m so sorry, Baby Girl, I—”
 
   The emotion in his voice melted away my hardened intent. “I know, H,” I said, lowering my weapon. “It’s okay.” I shut my eyes and let out a deep, relieved breath. “I know what Cece was capable of.” When I opened my eyes again, Harper’s were wide and fearful, but they weren’t focused on me anymore. They were glued to some fear-provoking sight beyond me.
 
   Feeling a rising panic, I tracked him as he jogged over to where the General crouched and murmured…over my mom’s motionless body.
 
   I stopped breathing, the General fading from existence and all adrenaline and satisfaction snuffed away by panic.
 
   “Move,” Harper snapped, and he pushed Herodson aside.
 
   I slowly rose to my feet, unable to look away, unable to find my breath. I hadn’t dared to move, should a single shift in the air tip the scale, risking my mom’s life.
 
   “I said get out of the way!” Harper shouted, shoving the General away from her body. Herodson stumbled backward, not giving Harper’s boldness a single thought as he stared down at my mom, shocked and frozen.
 
   She’s only unconscious, I told myself, knowing my mom was nulling Herodson and the rest of his people, breaking his hold on them and making them vulnerable. Right? As I stood there, trying to convince myself that she would wake up and we would finish this and go home, everything around me seemed to happen in a slur of unfocused actions and words.
 
   Harper’s eyes were on me, I was able to feel his sorrow. Then my dad and Jason, Jake, and Sanchez were there, their guns drawn and aimed at Herodson and the four men that were still standing behind him.
 
   I took a step toward my mom, toward my dad and the General as they hovered over her, Harper standing aside, his eyes pinned in my direction. He was saying something to Jason, but I couldn’t hear him. My heartbeat was too loud, the only sound the blood in my veins and my rapid breaths.
 
   “…loved you!” Herodson shouted. “All I’ve ever wanted is you! How could you?” I recognized the crack of desperation and grief in his voice, though it sounded distant and false.
 
   “Mom?” I said, my voice only an echo. She still didn’t move.
 
   Someone sniffled, bringing my gaze up to the cart a few horses in front of me, filled with at least a dozen bodies, both injured and lifeless, Larissa in the driver seat. So much death…
 
    
 
   My dad leaned over my mom’s body and pushed the General away. “Get away from her, you crazy son of a bitch!” Then his fist met Herodson’s face. Smash. My dad shouted and hit him again and again, his fist and twenty-five years of anguish packed behind every punch. After that, a swirl of cursing and yelling and crunching and blood had been all I could process. “…piece of shit!” Smash. Smash. Smash.
 
   Herodson started mumbling something, trying to regain his bearings, but my dad’s fist was unrelenting. Smash. Smash. Smash.
 
   I’d never seen my dad so enraged, his façade so cracked. It frightened me. I could only think of one reason why my dad might risk his life and everything he had left to assault the General.
 
   That’s when I finally realized how bad it was. The woman who had just been brought back to me, who had spent her entire life as a chameleon to protect her children and lived in a labyrinth of lies, might just have been taken away from me. All I could do was call for her, will her to answer me.
 
   My feet started moving, carrying me toward her, but strong arms wrapped around me, pulling me into something hard and unyielding.
 
   “No, Zoe,” my brother’s voice was commanding. “It’s not safe.”
 
   I struggled against him, unable to take my eyes off of her lifeless body, only partially visible through the chaos of the beating my dad was unleashing on the General.
 
   “She’s dying, Jason,” I cried, denial clouding my mind and offering me hope. “Jake can save her. She needs us! We have to help her! H, you have to do something, please! Jake!”
 
   Jason’s arms only tightened around me. “She’s already gone, Zoe,” he whispered. “There’s nothing we can do.” The frailty of his voice gave me pause.
 
   That’s when I had the nerve to really see. I stared past my dad pointing a gun at Herodson, for the first time seeing the blood on my mom’s face—on her body. And a moment later, I’d noticed the prongs of the tractor plow she was draped over.
 
   My knees gave out, and I fell, Jason doing what he could to catch me. Turning into his chest, I clung on and screamed and cried. It wasn’t fair. None of it was fair. Everything was too hard. I just wanted it to be over, to be alright. I wanted to have my family just a little bit longer. Knowing I never could—never would—I cried harder.
 
   Hearing my dad say, “You will never hurt anyone in my family again,” I opened my eyes, and through tear-blurred vision, I watched as Herodson wobbled on his knees, trying to stay upright. His cold eyes were swollen and red, his nose and lips bleeding.
 
   Whether it was his physical state or his broken mind in the wake of my mom’s death, Herodson made no protests when my dad pulled the trigger—once, twice, three times—until the General’s chest was splattered with crimson and he toppled over. His eyes remained open, staring blankly at me and Jason as he took his final breath.
 
   Chest heaving, my dad stood there, staring down at Herodson’s mangled body before gaining the wherewithal to take a few shaky steps back, over to my mom, falling to his knees. I watched the sharp edges of rage fall and soften in his features. I watched him lean down, pulling my mom into his arms. And I watched him weep, soaking the front of her shirt as he tightened his hold around her.
 
   As much as I wanted to run to my dad, I knew to let him be, to let him grieve. Like me and Jason, he’d only had her back for a few short days, and now she was gone again, only this time it truly would be forever.
 
   I wrapped my arms around my brother’s neck, hoping to console us both. Although I thought I felt Jason’s breathing hitch and his arms tighten around me, it had been hard to tell while I cried. I mostly cried for my mom, realizing that she would never know the world without the General, that she would never know of his death or that we didn’t have to fear him anymore.
 
   I swiped the tears from under my eyes when I heard the rapid clip-clop of hoof beats on the road. Mase rode up to the Humvees on Ghost. He peered around at the bodies of dead soldiers littered along either side of the road before they trotted over to us. He was splattered with blood and his face swollen.
 
   Mase brought Ghost to a halt and threw his leg over to dismount. He froze when he saw my mom’s limp body in my dad’s arms. He seemed shocked, but the expression disappeared when he glanced to the right, where Jake and Sanchez held the four scared, disarmed men at gunpoint. I knew they weren’t dangerous anymore, not without the General or Cece’s hold on them, but I didn’t care about their well-being enough to say anything.
 
   “Half of the Re-gens showed up,” Mase explained, looking to me and Jason. “Animals came, too. But there have been lives lost, and those who are well enough are helping the injured and gathering the dead.”
 
   The dead…
 
    
 
   Clip clip clop.
 
   Shadow took a clumsy step, bringing me back to the road, to the horse walking in front of me with my mom’s body draped over the saddle.
 
   My heart squeezed and ached, and my chest tightened. I shut my eyes. Did Becca know this was going to happen?
 
   And then I cried.
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   DANI
 
   DECEMBER 21, 1AE
 
   The Farm, California
 
    
 
   Grayson and I stood side by side in front of the stable, each holding one of the twins in our arms, and waited. Vanessa and Larissa stood a few yards away, talking softly, while Becca, Peter, and Camille sat on the bench beside the stable. “It’s over,” I overheard Becca say to the other Re-gens at one point. “It’s finally over…”
 
   For a long time, Grayson and I stood together in somber silence, rocking from foot to foot to keep Ellie and Everett dozing. For a long time, I couldn’t think of a single thing to say. For a long time, the minutes passed feeling like seconds, and like hours. Timeless…inconsequential.
 
   We breathed, we blinked, and we rocked. Forever and for what felt like no time at all.
 
   “Maybe we should’ve left the twins inside,” Grayson thought aloud. “There’s still time to get them settled in the crib. They’ll probably fall right back asleep.”
 
   I looked at him, then returned my stare to the end of the driveway, where gravel met pavement. “Biggs will want to see them,” I said simply.
 
   There really was no reason for us all to be out there, waiting for the victors to return from battle…for the funeral procession to arrive. 
 
   I could sense them approaching, fewer in number than they’d been hours earlier. Our home troops were fewer, too. Seven Re-gens had lost their lives in the battle of the farm, along with three wolves, four coyotes, a fox, and over a dozen birds and another dozen farm animals.
 
   But Grayson and the others and I remained out in the driveway to wait anyway. We didn’t know what else to do. It was over. Herodson was gone. Dead. Finally…
 
   But so was Dr. Wesley—Anna Cartwright. Zoe’s mom. Jason’s mom. Peter’s mom. Tom’s wife.
 
   Out of the corner of my eye, I spotted movement as Annie and Sam walked around the edge of the stable. Both held handfuls of milkmaids, the small white blossoms spilling out of their hands. I watched them approach, their faces uncertain.
 
   Annie stopped in front of me and held out the flowers, showing me her bounty.
 
   “You picked flowers,” I said, stating the obvious. It was the only thing I could come up with. How she was standing before me rather than cowering under her nest of pillows was beyond me. Regardless of how quickly the gunfire and killing had stopped after both Cece and the General had fallen, I would have been a quivering, scaredy mess at her age.
 
   Annie stared up at me, her big, blue eyes unblinking, unafraid. She was made of iron, this wild child of mine. “They’re for Jason and Zoe and Tom.”
 
   “That’s very nice,” I said, readjusting my hold on Everett to free up a hand so I could comb my fingers through Annie’s silky hair.
 
   Sam skimmed the gravel with the toe of his right boot, and Annie hopped in place, just once. “I was talking to Snowflake, and she said that whenever she misses one of her pack-mates that have gone away to the not-here, she runs through a field of flowers and watches the petals fly all around her because it helps her see that even when the flower is gone, the roots are still there.” Annie blinked once, and gave her bouquet a shake. “The plant is still there.”
 
   Sam shrugged, his eyes fixed on the ground. “We thought that maybe thinking about it that way might help Zoe and them,” he added quietly. “It helped me.”
 
   My eyes stung as I fought back the urge to cry.
 
   Annie reclaimed my attention by reaching out and placing her small hand over my barely protruding belly, just under Everett’s bottom. She looked up at me and smiled the tiniest possible smile. “The baby is part of the plant, just like Anna was, and she’s only just beginning.”
 
   “Oh, well, that’s just—just—” I stared down at my wild child, chin trembling and eyes overflowing with tears. How was it possible that this five-year-old was wiser than every adult I’d ever met in my entire life?
 
   “We already gave some of the flowers to Peter,” Annie told me, eyes serious. “He said thank you.”
 
   “Where’s Peter now?” Grayson asked when it became apparent that I wouldn’t be able to speak for a while yet.
 
   It was Sam’s turn to smile that tiny, sad smile. “Sitting in the field where we got these flowers.”
 
   A single, choking sob escaped from my throat. A moment later, I heard hooves crunching on gravel, and I looked out toward the road to see a column of horses and riders pouring onto the driveway, Jason, Zoe, and Tom in the lead. And right along with them came a fourth horse, a lifeless rider draped over the saddle.
 
   Taking a deep breath, I wiped under my eyes, one after the other, cleared my throat, and held my head high. This was no time for either my best friend or my husband to see me blubbering. They would need me to be strong…or, at least, to appear strong. It was time for me to pay them back for all the strength they’d lent me over the years.
 
   Jason was the first to dismount, and as he strode straight for me, Grayson leaned in and said, “Might need free hands for this welcome home, Danielle.”
 
   Numbly, I nodded and handed him Everett, who he accepted a bit awkwardly.
 
   Seconds later, Jason dropped to his knees before me and pressed his face against my belly. His body jerked with the strength of his sudden, uncontainable sobs.
 
   “Shhh…shhh…I’m here,” I said, running my fingers through his hair and leaning into him. “We’re here,” I amended, and his fingers dug into my lower back, holding me tighter, bringing me closer, refusing to let go. “We’re both here. With you…always.”
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   MASE
 
   DECEMBER 31, 1AE
 
   The Farm, California
 
    
 
   Mase lay on his back in bed, bathing in the morning light filtering through the lacy curtains and basking in the feel of Camille’s soft body draped partially over his. The house was quiet, most of the others still asleep, and he was happily left with his thoughts.
 
   Mase gazed down at Camille, suppressing a grin. She always slept like that, an arm and a leg thrown over him, like she was trying to keep him from leaving her alone in their bed.
 
   Their bed. Like leaving her, even for a minute, was even possible.
 
   He inhaled deeply, savoring her sweet, slightly floral scent, and exhaled a contented sigh.
 
   Camille stirred, stretching out all four of her limbs with shaking intensity, then arched her neck to look up at him. Her lips curved into a sleepy smile, her eyes barely showing any hint of gray mixed with the rich hazel anymore. Her eyes contained secrets, knowledge, a true awareness of their shared past…of their lives before.
 
   Sure, Mase’s memories were still trickling in here and there, and Camille shared what she could with him—or maybe just what she wanted to share—by writing her own thoughts and memories out in her constant companion, her journal, but Mase doubted he would ever possess as much of his former self as Camille currently did.
 
   He glanced at the small leather-bound book resting on the nightstand on her side of the bed. It was actually her fourth journal; the others were lined up neatly in the bookcase nestled between the room’s two east-facing windows, also on Camille’s side of the bed. If Mase were given the chance to trade his ability to speak for a full return of his memories, like Camille had, however unintentionally, he wasn’t sure he would take the deal. He liked who he was, now…where he was in life and who he was spending his life with. He wouldn’t risk losing that, not for anything.
 
   There was a light tap-tap-tap on the bedroom door, and a moment later, it creaked partway open and Dani poked her head into the room. “Oh good, you’re up!” She opened the door further and had taken several steps into the room before she gave pause and stared at Mase and Camille, eyes opened wide and expression sheepish. “Sorry, forgot to ask if I could come in. Do you mind? I had an idea that I thought would be a kinda neat addition to what the Re-gens have planned for New Year’s. I mean, I thought it would be cool—like, sort of a sad cool, but still cool—and I wanted to see what you guys thought.” She smiled, looking uncomfortable. “And I also wanted to see if you’d help…” Her uncomfortable smile widened to an awkward grin.
 
   Mase chuckled and waved Dani in, and as she shut the door and crossed the room to sit on the edge of the bed, Mase and Camille shifted around so they were propped up and waiting attentively.
 
   Dani turned to face them and pulled her legs up on the bed, curling them under herself. “Okay, so I know Jason and Zoe and Tom and Peter aren’t really in the ring-in-the-new-year-with-a-bash kind of mood,” she said in a rush, clearly excited, “but I think we could turn this shindig into something that’s bigger than that, something that means more…a remembrance of the past and everything and everyone who’s gone now with a special tribute kind of thing, something that’ll last.” Dani sucked in a breath, which Mase thought was, impossibly, her first since she’d started talking about her mysterious idea.
 
   Crossing his arms and nodding, Mase looked at Camille. She was staring at Dani, mouth quirked to the side in an intrigued smile. A secret smile. Which only confused Mase. Frowning, he returned his attention to Dani. “Sounds interesting.” He glanced at Camille, then back at Dani, feeling like he was missing something. “What would you want us to do?”
 
   Dani’s focus shifted to Camille. “It’s really you, Camille, who’d make this whole thing work.” She took a deep breath and rushed onward, “I know you don’t use your Ability much anymore, and I totally get it—I’d be scared of having another seizure-stroke thing, too, if I were you. I mean, I’ve burned out enough times to know how dangerous it can be to overexert our Abilities, but I also know how much harder it is to do that—like almost impossible, so far as I can tell—if you have someone boosting your Ability.” She hiked her shoulders up until they were practically touching her ears. “So, I’d totally understand if you didn’t want to do this and I wouldn’t be mad at all, but would you maybe consider using your Ability to help with this if we were super careful and we had someone to boost it?” She scrunched up her face and cringed. “Maybe?”
 
   Camille reached for her journal and pen, opened the leather book to the spot marked by the journal’s royal blue ribbon, and quickly scrawled her response. “I’d love to—but who will boost me? Jason?” Without being asked, Mase gave voice to Camille’s words.
 
   Dani shook her head. “Peter, actually.” She bit her lip, one lonely shoulder hitching higher. “He and Becca found me a little bit ago when I was milking the goats. Peter said he overheard my thoughts, and then Becca had a vision about it, so both offered to help.” She smiled to herself. “Peter, um—” Dani cleared her throat and lowered her gaze to the comforter. “He said his mom would’ve loved it. I guess she’d been trying to get Herodson to do some sort of a memorial or monument back in the Colony, but the bastard kept putting it off.”
 
   “So, what are you thinking of doing for this monument?” Mase asked. “Something metal, obviously,” he added, nodding toward Camille.
 
   Dani perked up a bit, straightening her spine and leaning forward. “This brings us to Becca’s vision, actually. She’s the one who suggested I come to you guys for help.” Dani shrugged and, clearly excited, rubbed her hands together, looking from Camille, to Mase, and back. “All my ideas were lame, but Becca claimed you’d have a great one. Said all I needed to do was get you guys out to the barn, and the four of you would take it from there.” Dani leaned forward and clamped her hands around Mase’s foot, which was poking up under the blankets. She shook the foot excitedly. “Becca promised to help you plan it out and make it amazing.”
 
   Mase flashed Dani a quizzical smile, then looked at Camille, eyebrows raised in question. He wasn’t surprised to find Camille grinning from ear to ear, and he knew from just looking at her that she already had a plan. He also knew, without a doubt, that it would be amazing.
 
    
 
   ~~~~~
 
    
 
   With a grunt, Mase tossed his twenty-third armful of scrap metal onto the heaping pile he’d already hauled out to their little graveyard on the hill. Arms finally unburdened, he wiped his brow. He had, for the first time in a long time, actually broken a sweat.
 
   “That’s good, Mase,” Becca said from beside Camille, who was perched on the stool-sized boulder between Ky’s and Ben’s gravestone markers. Peter stood behind both young women. “We’ve got plenty to work with now.”
 
   Camille closed her journal and held her hand out to Mase, beckoning him to approach. When he reached her, she pulled him down and planted a tender kiss on his lips. A thank-you clearer than words could ever be.
 
   Mase still wasn’t sure what was about to happen, but he was anxious to find out. He was also anxious about what the strain of using her Ability so much would do to Camille—regardless of her and Peter’s and Becca’s assurances that she’d be fine—and about whether or not they’d be able to finish up before anyone else on the farm caught on to what they were doing.
 
   Dani had remained back at the farmhouse to rouse the others for a big, communal New Year’s Eve breakfast, a breakfast she’d hoped would keep everyone busy in the farmhouse long enough for the Re-gens to complete their work.
 
   “Are you sure you’re up for this?” Mase asked Camille, his eyes searching hers. When she nodded, no hint of uncertainty on her face, he straightened and looked at Peter. “And you? You’re sure you’re up for this, too?”
 
   Smiling sadly, Peter nodded. “I’m healthier than I’ve been in years. It’s all my mom ever wanted for me.”
 
   “Good.” Mase reached over Camille and grasped Peter’s shoulder. “At least in that regard, we can know that she died with peace in her heart. In the end, it’s all any of us can ask for.”
 
   Swallowing roughly, Peter nodded and shifted his focus beyond Mase, to the heaping mound of junk metal staining the tranquil hilltop graveyard. “Shall we begin?”
 
   Camille craned her neck to look up at Peter, and Mase caught half of her smile. She nodded once before her focus shifted to the mountain of metal as well. And as Peter rested his hands on both of her shoulders to boost her Ability to manipulate metal, Mase moved to the side.
 
   “You guys might want to sit down for this,” Peter said. When Mase looked at him, his eyes were closed, his face locked in concentration.
 
   Becca settled on the overgrown grass gracefully, folding her legs and resting her hands in her lap. For a moment, all Mase did was stare at Peter and Camille curiously. Until, that is, he had no choice but to take a knee, because the earth started groaning and shaking, and it all seemed to be coming from the pile of metal.
 
   When Mase looked at the pile once more, he couldn’t believe his eyes. It was almost like it was melting, sinking into the earth. He shook his head. Not almost; the scrap metal was sinking into the earth, being swallowed up by the hillside.
 
   And as he watched, as he gaped at what the woman he loved was doing with her mind, something incredible happened.
 
   It started out as a tiny, fragile sticklike thing. A sapling, Mase thought to himself, somewhere in the back of his awestruck mind. But it grew quickly, gaining height and thickness, sprouting more fragile sticklike things. Branches, the coherent part of Mase’s mind whispered oh so quietly. Dozens, maybe hundreds of branches.
 
   Because as Mase knelt on the ground in that small graveyard on a hill with the brand-new sun hovering mere inches over the hillside, a tree of pure metal grew out of the ground just a few dozen yards away. Its branches shimmered in the morning sunlight, reaching high and wide, sheltering the four Re-gens from the bright glare. It truly was beautiful. And impossible. And amazing.
 
   Stunned, Mase tore his eyes from the tree of pure metal and stared, mesmerized, at Camille. At beautiful, impossible, amazing Camille.
 
   He couldn’t imagine ever loving anyone more.
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   JAKE
 
   DECEMBER 31, 1AE
 
   The Farm, California
 
    
 
   Jake stood behind the farmhouse, his attention fixed on the hilltop, on what looked like metal rising up from the ground up on the hill. “What the hell…” He took a step just as the back door swung open and shut again.
 
   “Jake?” He heard the patter of footsteps down the porch steps. “Jake, you—”
 
   After a moment’s pause, he tore his gaze away from the growing thing. Dani stood behind him, her curls wild and blowing in the breeze and her cheeks flushed. Her green eyes were opened wide, but for some reason, she didn’t seem as taken aback by the object on the hill as he had been.
 
   “You weren’t supposed to see it yet,” she said, her eyes locked beyond him. “It’s supposed to be a surprise.”
 
   “Zoe asked me to find Peter,” Jake said, and he looked back at the metal branches slowly extending away from what appeared to be a glinting tree trunk. “You knew about this?” When Dani didn’t say anything, he looked back at her, waiting. She shook her head, unable to pull her gaze away from the metal tree growing up on the hill.
 
   Dani snapped her eyes shut quickly and shook her head again. “I mean, yes, but no. I didn’t know what they were going to make exactly, I just knew they were going to create something.” She moved forward to stand beside Jake. “That’s a big something.”
 
   “You could say that,” he said and let out an amused, quiet grunt.
 
   “We thought it would be a nice addition to tonight,” Dani said. “A way to commemorate everyone.”
 
   Everyone who was gone was implied, and Jake nodded. “It’s actually kind of perfect.” He crossed his arms over his chest as he watched the four Re-gens atop the hill gradually cast in the forming limbs’ shadows.
 
   “Really?” Dani asked, peering up at him. “How’s that?”
 
   Jake scratched the side of his face and nodded up toward the hill, toward the graveyard. “Since Zoe has been spending so much time up there, I was going to save one of the benches I’ve built for the bonfire tonight and put it up there.”
 
   Dani’s knowing eyes widened and her smile reached from ear to ear. “That’s a great idea! Do you have one ready? Maybe Mase can put it underneath the tree, you know, before everyone sees it.”
 
   Jake nodded. “But there are a couple finishing touches I’d like to make first.”
 
    
 
   ~~~~~
 
    
 
   Other than the chirping conversation among a family of blackbirds exploring the cool metal branches beneath their feet, there was silence. Everyone—all nineteen members of the remaining group—stood around the fabricated tree, gaping in awe.
 
   Earlier, when Jake had seen it being created, literally coming out of the ground, he’d watched it grow into this monstrously beautiful thing. But seeing it up close was different. The tree was a work of art, a masterpiece. And there it was, in the center of grave hill, sprawling, captivating. Chills rushed over his skin as he took in the branches that twisted and turned, almost protective in the way they reached out over the group, like they were trying to shelter everyone beneath them.
 
   Tom and some of the others had moved to the trunk of the tree, touching and admiring the details of the bark and the intricate leaves growing out of the metal branches. But Jake’s focus was on Zoe, standing a few feet from him. Her hands covered her mouth as she stared up at the monument in amazement.
 
   “I can’t believe it,” she murmured into her hands. “It’s beautiful.” Then, she noticed the bench. Her eyes narrowed, and hesitantly, she took a step closer. Closer, until she crouched down in front of it. Her fingertips traced the image Jake had carved on the backboard, while the fingers of her other hand moved to her hip, to where the Celtic knot tattoo was hiding beneath her clothes.
 
   “It’s not perfect,” Jake said, realizing he should’ve asked Jason or Tom to help him with the carving. But knowing how much the symbol meant to Dani and Zoe, that it represented their unbreakable bond, it seemed appropriate, necessary even.
 
   Zoe studied him for a moment, then shifted her gaze back to the bench. Had it been too soon to inscribe the names of the fallen into the wood; were the memories still too fresh? Jake began to wonder if he should’ve waited.
 
   When Jason joined them, crouching beside Zoe, he reached out, touching one of the names that were etched among the two-by-fours. Jake had tried to capture memories of all their friends and loved ones, those who helped them fight from the beginning, like Dave and Sammy, Sarah, Ky and Ben, and those more recently lost, like those who helped to fight the General’s soldiers, and Tavis, and Anna, of course.
 
   Both Jason and Zoe seemed dumbfounded as they stood and took a step back together, assessing the entirety of the sight in front of them. While the memorial was meant as a tribute for all to appreciate, it was obvious it held special meaning to the Cartwrights. After all, every name carved on that bench was one of Zoe or Jason’s friends, their family.
 
   Zoe walked slowly over to Camille, wrapping her arms around the smaller woman’s neck. There were muffled words murmured, followed by a silent, desperate squeeze before Zoe took a step back, wiped the tears from her eyes, and turned to face Mase.
 
   His mouth quirked into a smile, and he shrugged. “It was mostly Cami—”
 
   Zoe’s arms were around his neck before he could formulate a complete, nonchalant response. She moved on to Becca next, then Peter. Tom and Jason also thanked the Re-gens, grateful for such a memorable and meaningful gift.
 
   “It’s beautiful,” Tom said to Camille, and then everyone was chatting and laughing and asking questions that Camille could only smile and deflect to Mase to answer.
 
   Tom stopped in front of Peter, and they seemed to exchange a sort of quiet conversation with their eyes. Until, finally, Tom pulled Peter against his side, his arm wrapped around the young man’s shoulders. “Your mom would love it,” Tom said, his voice strained.
 
   Jake looked away, not wanting to intrude on such a private moment.
 
   “Can you believe this thing?” Jason said, walking up to him. He pointed over his shoulder at the tree. “Who knew?”
 
   Jake chuckled as he thought about the strangeness of watching a metal tree grow out of the ground before his very eyes. “It’ll be nice to see how creative some of us can get now that everyone’s Abilities aren’t solely focused on defense tactics and precautionary measures.” Jake grinned inwardly, remembering his conversation with Harper about his visions the night before as they sat out on the porch, having an after-dinner drink.
 
   “Thank you…for the bench,” Jason said, and he extended his hand.
 
   Jake accepted it, noting that Jason’s grip was tighter and his grasp lasted longer than necessary.
 
   “I know it’s mostly for Zoe, but…thank you,” Jason said again.
 
   Jake gave him a curt nod. “It’s for everyone,” he said. “We all spend enough time up here, I figured it wouldn’t hurt. Besides, it’s not like it’s finished. I need you to fix it up for me. It’s looking a little rough.”
 
   “Nah man, you did good.” Jason patted Jake on the shoulder and gave one final nod of appreciation, then stepped away to reclaim Dani’s hand from where she stood in a herd of people.
 
   To Jake’s surprise, Dani glanced back with a smile aimed right at him. She winked, and Jake smiled back. He turned away, but stopped short. Zoe stood in his path, her jewel-colored eyes illuminated as she stared at him. Jake almost lost himself in their vivid, hypnotic depths.
 
   “You knew about this,” she said, then her eyes widened. “That’s what you were doing when you never came back to breakfast this morning.”
 
   Jake brought his palms up and shook his head. “I saw it, and only accidentally. I didn’t know about it before that.”
 
   “Yet you still had time to make a bench to put under it?” She placed her hands on her hips and lifted one of her eyebrows. “Seems fishy.” She looked back at the tree.
 
   “There’s no conspiracy, I promise,” he said. “It was already something I’d been working on, a bench I’d put together for the bonfire, actually. I guess you could say I knew it had a higher purpose.” He folded his arms over his chest and flashed Zoe a smirk. “It’s not like I could keep a secret from you, anyway.” Which was another reason he’d kept his distance from her all morning.
 
   “You better not keep secrets,” she chided and didn’t hesitate as she jumped into his arms, nearly knocking him over as she wrapped her legs around his waist. She snickered, though her eyes were still a tad damp, with happiness, he hoped. “I love you,” she said and placed a kiss against his lips. “Thank you, all the time, for everything.”
 
   Jake laughed. “For everything?” His grip around her tightened. “Even when you say I nag you about your clothes, or when I tell you you’ve been snoring?”
 
   Zoe rolled her eyes. “No, but for everything else—and I don’t snore.” She playful batted at him before settling back into his hold. “Thank you for waking me up early to watch the sunrise and for making sure I get the last cup of coffee. That sort of thing.”
 
   A deep laugh rumbled from his chest. “Yeah, well, that’s more about self-preservation.”
 
   “I can respect that,” Zoe said and her smile grew. “So, does this mean we’re short a bench for tonight’s festivities?” She glanced at those few who still lingered around the tree, everyone else already heading back down the hill.
 
   “I’m sure we’ll figure something out.”
 
   Zoe’s mouth quirked up at the corner, and her eyes filled with mischief as she leaned her forehead against his. “Who needs a seat when there are always dark corners to hide in?” Her eyebrows danced merrily, making Jake chuckle again.
 
   “This is true,” he agreed.
 
   Zoe kissed him once more, but this time her lips lingered on his and her eyes remained shut. “One of these days…” She breathed out slowly. “We’ll have a place of our own, a quaint little house up on the next hill, still close but not that close. And we can do whatever we want, wherever we want.”
 
   Jake’s blood rushed faster, felt warmer. “That sounds nice,” he groaned. “Soon the farmhouse won’t fit us all, anyway.”
 
   Zoe pulled away and tilted her head to the side. “Are you alluding to our family, Mr. Vaughn, or to someone else’s?”
 
   Tucking a stray lock of hair behind her ear, Jake shrugged. “Our family, Dani’s family, Biggs and Harper’s families…”
 
   Zoe straightened, her mouth hanging open. “What? Chris is pregnant? And she didn’t say anything?” He could hear her apprehension and excitement. “I didn’t sense it?”
 
   “Calm down,” Jake laughed. “I don’t think so, at least not yet.”
 
   “Buuut…” Zoe prompted.
 
   “But Harper’s had two, very similar visions these past couple weeks, and it seems likely she will be at some point. He’s obviously happy, but also afraid.” Harper knew how dangerous pregnancy was for her, not just because of the lingering effects of the Virus, but childbirth in general.
 
   “So that’s what’s been distracting him.”
 
   “Yes, but don’t say anything, Zoe. I’m not sure he’s told Chris yet.” Harper had been worried how she would respond, given the fact that she’d already lost her two boys.
 
   “H would be a wonderful dad—and Chris with her own child in her arms—they’d be a beautiful family.”
 
   Zoe jumped down, out of Jake’s arms, and laced her fingers with his. “Either way, you’re right, we definitely need a place of our own. Our kids are getting their own room, because Mama’s gonna need her beauty sleep.” Zoe peered at him, a knowing grin on her face as they made their way back down the hill.
 
   Jake couldn’t wait to start their family—to have a sense of purpose and normalcy…even if he did still need a bit more finesse when it came to the whole taking-care-of-the-kids part of it.
 
   Zoe laughed and squeezed his hand. “Don’t worry, you’ll have plenty of time for practice,” she told him, clearly mind-lurking.
 
   Jake shook his head. “You just couldn’t help it, could you?”
 
   She laughed. “I’m only kidding. You’ll be a great father,” she said, and she ran ahead of him as he reached for her, evading him. She smirked. “There have to be some perks to this Ability, right?” She flashed him a smile that made him unbelievably happy.
 
   Jake followed after her, thinking those teal eyes he’d been destined to save had become his whole world. He’d never felt more whole and at home than he did with Zoe, and he couldn’t wait to start his new life with her by his side.
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   ZOE
 
   DECEMBER 31, 1AE
 
   The Farm, California
 
    
 
   Dani and I sat on our knees on the perfectly placed bench, each of us wrapped in our respective blankets as we etched our initials into the trunk of the metal tree. Although it was a dark night, with only a sliver of moonlight, and there was a bit of wind, being outside with only the dogs for us to worry about and our companionable silence was a nice reprieve from all the commotion down at the farm. It was New Year’s, which meant we’d had a late dinner and there would be celebration and bonfires long into the night.
 
   “It’s hard to believe it’s been over a year since everything changed,” Dani said quietly. “I mean, time’s gone by really fast, and I guess, really slow.”
 
   I nodded, thinking the same thing. “And all the people we’ve lost. It’s hard to believe that, too.” I was still trying to accept the fact that despite my family’s role in their deaths, it had all seemed inevitable from the beginning. Fate had a funny way of taking choice away from you, no matter how in control of your life you thought you were.
 
   “Hey, Zo?”
 
   “Yeah, D?”
 
   Dani paused from etching her and Jason’s initials in the tree. “Do you think it’s true what people used to say, that those that die are up there, looking down on us right now?” She pointed to the sky.
 
   I couldn’t help but smile. “I’ve thought about that so many times. You have no idea.”
 
   “And? What have you decided?” Dani readjusted the blanket around her and faced me.
 
   Looking at her, her eyes sparkling in the moonlight, I nodded. “I think that life isn’t what we thought it was. Everything seems predetermined, and everyone has a destiny.” I thought about it for a minute.
 
   “Maybe your mom and Sarah and Grams are sitting around a campfire,” she said, and I wondered if Alice and Tavis might be together, too. “And they’re listening to Ky and Ben retelling stories of their mischievous childhoods.” Dani laughed. “I can picture it perfectly.”
 
   I laughed softly, and then we fell silent again, Cooper and Jack still scouring the hillside, following the scents of critters burrowed underground for the night.
 
   “And we’re here, home on our little farm, spending New Year’s Eve celebrating their lives and all that’s happened,” Dani said, and she unfurled herself and scooted off the bench down onto the grass. Lying on her back, she stared up at the stars through the metal branches above her.
 
   Needing no invitation, I joined her, wiggling close for warmth as we stared up at the bright, silvery pinpricks in the sky. “Yes, we are.” I felt an unexpected sense of happiness. Tonight was bigger than celebrating the closing and start of a new year. It was still hard to fathom all that we’d lost leading up to the General’s death. And I wasn’t just thinking about my mom. Everything that had happened, our friends who had died, had all been in the name of freedom…it had all been about fighting for the right to survive, to live. And we’d done it. Things would be different for all of us now.
 
   “So, does that mean it really does feel like home to you now, Zo—and not in a bad way?” Dani peered over at me, her fire-red curls fanning out around her porcelain-white face. “Like home-home?”
 
   “Yeah, D,” I said, deciding that for as much as she’d changed, Dani was still Dani. That it would always be us, and that’s all I needed. “It feels like home-home.” I stared up at the twinkling stars, trying to remember any of the constellations I used to know. “I think that’s Ursa Major,” I said, pointing as if Dani could see which star out of the millions I meant.
 
   “Yep, it sure is. And that’s Orion’s—”
 
   A thin, glowing white comet trail shot through the sky, and we both squealed, “A shooting star!”
 
   After a few giggles and the novelty had worn off, I thought about the last time we’d gone stargazing. It must’ve been four or five years ago, whenever I was last home before she’d moved to Washington. Then I thought about all the close calls and how many times we almost lost each other, almost never had this moment. “But here we are,” I whispered.
 
   “What’s that, Zo?”
 
   I rolled onto my side to face her. “I was just thinking about how long we’ve been friends, almost our entire lives.”
 
   “And we have another eighty years with each other, too,” Dani sang happily.
 
   I snorted. “Wow, we’re going to be really old.”
 
   “That’s right, so you better not get tired of me too soon, otherwise you’re screwed.”
 
   I stared at my best friend, newly sister-in-law, as she rested her open hand on her slightly protruding belly. “Never, D.”
 
   “Oh, hey!” Dani chirped and rolled toward me. “Did Chris tell you about her and Vanessa’s new project?” Dani waved her hand. “Well, it’s not like they’ve started anything, but—”
 
   I laughed. “What it is, D?”
 
   She grinned from ear to ear. “They want to figure out a way to help other Crazies.”
 
   “Really?”
 
   “Yep. They’re still working out the specifics, but these Abilities of ours have gotta be good for something, right?”
 
   I nodded, having thought the same thing many times. “Yeah. That’s great—”
 
   “You ladies planning on joining us?” Sanchez’s voice echoed in my mind. “Daniel says it’s almost time.” Dani and I exchanged fretful glances.
 
   “I guess we should head back,” I said, climbing to my feet, then helping Dani up. I tightened the blanket around her.
 
   “How long have we been up here, anyway?” she asked, but I wasn’t sure.
 
   I shrugged. “All I know is we don’t want to miss Grayson’s fireside speech.” Wanting to join the others before the sun rose, we clomped our way down the hill, back toward the farm.
 
   “Come on, boys,” Dani said, calling to the dogs who bounded past us.
 
   Dani and I trudged across the farm, headed toward the flames that danced by the pond. The closer we drew, the louder the chattering voices became. On special occasions like this, it wasn’t just our group that huddled around a bonfire—or bonfires, tonight—but dozens of Re-gens had come to join us, as well—those who wanted to celebrate their new lives free from Herodson. Those who had hope for a second chance at life, an actual future.
 
   When we finally reached the group, Dani and Jason shared a silent exchange, and Jake offered me a full, heart-stopping smile, one that I hoped was a promise of unspeakable things to come before we resurfaced from bed tomorrow. His eyes were gleaming, and I wondered how much he’d had to drink. I couldn’t resist returning his smile, and I leaned down for a kiss. 
 
   “Yum,” I said, licking my lips. “Spicy. Sweet. Rum?” I asked, glancing down at his empty glass.
 
   “Harper’s concoction,” he nearly purred, and I kissed him again. “Oh boy, we’re in trouble.” I shed my blanket, already getting warm so near to the fire’s blaze. “I’ll grab a drink and get you a refill,” I offered and took his glass before I headed over to the cart we’d set up as a mobile bar. Grayson was studying the liquor bottles lined up along the edge of the cart, his reading glasses on the tip of his nose. “Need some help, Mr. G?”
 
   He startled and looked over his shoulder at me. “Well, actually, yes.” I knew he was nervous about the speech. Not the act of speaking, but its importance tonight.
 
   “Here, let me help,” I said and looked at his empty glass. “What do you like to drink?”
 
   “I generally prefer something smooth, but I’m not too picky.”
 
   Opening a bottle of Scotch, I motioned for him to hold his glass out. “A few sips of this should do the trick.” I winked at him, knowing he wasn’t a big drinker.
 
   Grayson held his glass out and nodded in thanks, then he headed back to his seat near the fire.
 
   “Uh-oh! The bartender’s back!” Dani called as she wiggled into the seat beside Jason.
 
   I presented a mock bow to the onlookers. “That’s right, Mrs. Cartwright,” I said. “And what can I get for you this fine celebratory evening? I can make the best cocktails in all the land.” I gestured to the plethora of options lined up behind me. “Something refreshing? Something sweet? Something that fizzes and pops?”
 
   “How about something nonalcoholic,” Jason grumbled, his gaze cutting to Dani’s stomach.
 
   I glared at him. “Thanks for stating the obvious, Jason.”
 
   Dani squinted, pursing her lips as she thought. “How about something warm?”
 
   “You got it,” I said, and I nodded to Harper, who sat closest to the kettle. “H, a hot toddy for the pretty lady, please. Hold the rum.” I glanced around at the faces around me. “Any other takers?”
 
   Peter and Sam were leaning back in their chairs, chatting between themselves and paying not an iota of attention to me. Carlos met my eyes and shook his head, Annie curled up in his lap as she stared into the flames, her eyes heavy with sleep, and Vanessa, who was wrapped in a blanket in the chair beside him, was content to stare into the fire, too.
 
   Chris sat up and stuck her mug out for Harper to refill. “Rum in mine though, please,” she said.
 
   Harper stared at her mug.
 
   “What?” Chris said. “What’s wrong with you? Pour,” she demanded. I tried not to react as Harper considered his options.
 
   Finally, he said, “Are you sure? Have you been feeling alright?”
 
   Chris’s brow furrowed, and she shoved her drink at him. “Of course, I feel fine. Fill ’er up,” she insisted. As Harper slowly poured what looked like only a drop into her drink, Chris reached out and tipped the butt of the bottle up a tad more. “Keep going,” she said. “It’s been a long week.” Finally, she put her palm out for him to stop, and Harper looked more than relieved.
 
   I glanced at Dani. Her eyes were fixed on me, questioning.
 
   “What’s the smile for?” she asked me silently.
 
   I smiled again and turned around so no one would see it—though Jake caught my eye, and I shied away. “I’m not supposed to say anything,” I admitted, but I couldn’t help it. I told Dani my secret—Harper’s secret. “Harper saw a vision…of Chris pregnant.”
 
   “Whaaaaaaat!” Dani squealed in my head, but when I looked back at her, her face was still, save for the small twitch at the corner of her mouth.
 
   “Not now, but sometime in the future, and he’s freaking out. He’s not sure how she’s going to react. And you know how he is about the dangers of pregnancies as it is.”
 
   “Understandable.” She glanced at Harper. “And you know this how? Did he tell you?” Dani asked, her face a perfect mask of indifference.
 
   “Jake told me,” I explained, “but Harper confided in him, so don’t say anything, D. But can you believe it! Harper, a dad? Chris, another baby?”
 
   “No, I can’t. But I’m so happy if it’s true!”
 
   “There’s going to be a lot more drinking if there’s going to be a lot more babies,” I silently mumbled, making Dani laugh.
 
   After pouring myself some of Harper’s tincture and refilling Jake’s glass with the same, I turned around, winked at Dani, and headed back over to Jake; his eyes were on me, unmoving, like he could hear the conversation Dani and I were having. I flashed him a bright smile of reassurance and nestled in beside him.
 
   It was soon after that when I watched Grayson down what was left of his Scotch and wipe his whiskered mouth with the back of his hand. He cleared his throat. “Attention, everyone!” he called from beside the cart. “I’d like to share a few thoughts with you, before dawn.”
 
   I peered out at the mass of people and bonfires stretching along the edge of the pond. Heads, young and old, “normal” and Re-gen alike, turned in Grayson’s direction. Conversations quieted.
 
   Out amidst the shadows, I noticed three figures moving toward us. Becca, Mase, and Camille. The three of them sat in the grass nearby. Becca smiled at her brother, then at me before she turned her full attention to our orator.
 
   My old history teacher stepped up to the cart, poured himself another gulp of Scotch, and righted himself before taking a deep breath. “Now,” he started, “for those of you who don’t know me, my name is Daniel Grayson. I’ve lived in this area all my life, taught history and told stories to Jason, Zoe, and Danielle since they were wee ones.” He smiled in our direction, then took a swig of his Scotch. He coughed. “Boy,” he said, “that’s strong stuff.” There were quiet chuckles in the crowd.
 
   Grayson cleared his throat dramatically. “The people of New Bodega know me for my storytelling, because when you get to be my age, you have a lot of stories to tell. So, I guess that’s why I was elected to speak tonight. But I’m not here to tell you a story.” He paused for a moment, and I saw images of his life flash through his mind. “I’ve seen a lot throughout my life; I’ve lost loved ones and had my share of struggles. But nothing remotely close to what the last year has brought us.
 
   “We’ve been stripped of everything we once had and who we once were. We’ve been thrust into a world we’re only just beginning to understand. We’ve done things against our will and made decisions we wish we could unmake. We’ve had to pull ourselves up by the bootstraps and adapt and change to everything that’s been thrown our way. We have new Abilities to embrace and explore and, with them, new dangers to look out for. We’ve lost friends and have made new ones, but we’ve also made enemies. We’ve experienced raw, unfathomable heartache, loneliness, and desperation. And we’ve lost hope a time or two.” He held up his index finger. “But…” He let the word trail off as he assessed us all.
 
   “But, we’ve overcome all of it. Sitting here, tonight, together—this is a testament to our strength.” Grayson’s eyes skirted over to the horizon, and I noticed the purples and blues of dawn beginning to break beyond the hillside. “Tonight—no, today,” he continued, “is about celebrating a year of survival and newfound hope. It’s about being with our friends and loved ones and remembering those that are no longer with us—their sacrifices and their footprints left in our lives. Today is about taking time to appreciate life, which, as you all know far too well, is unpredictable and can be far too fleeting. So please,” Grayson continued, holding up his Scotch, “raise your glasses to a year past and a new year to come. I wouldn’t want to be stuck here with anyone else.”
 
   Collectively, we all raised our glasses, the sound of sniffles and crackling fire all I could hear. “Happy New Year, everyone,” Grayson said, and there was an encore of cheers and Happy New Year wishes as the sky came to life, radiating a promise of hope and life and new beginnings. We toasted to our pasts and celebrated our futures.
 
   I took a drink, then another, before I looked to Jake. His eyes were shimmering, just as I knew mine were, and he wrapped his arms around me, pulling me against him. “Happy New Year, Zoe,” he whispered.
 
   “Happy New Year,” I whispered back. I kissed him, letting the promise it held linger a moment before I rose to my feet. Becca was standing beside us, her eyes bleary, which made my chest tighten. I gave her a hug while Jake shook Mase’s hand. “Happy New Year, Becca,” I said, squeezing her tightly as I remembered who she’d been when she’d first joined us in Colorado.
 
   “Happy New Year, Zoe,” she rasped.
 
   We all moved around the campfire, hugging each other and sniffling, wishing each other a prosperous new year, minus the drama and danger of the year past. I gave Sam and Annie each a giant hug, and Annie jumped up into Jake’s arm, flirting with him like she did with all the boys. Sanchez and Biggs, each holding a sleeping twin in their arms, gave us awkward hugs. And I laughed as Harper nearly lifted me off the ground, his hug all Harper-enthusiasm. I couldn’t imagine a hug from him being any other way. My dad and Peter were standing beside Grayson, the men laughing about something, old times maybe, though my dad’s smile didn’t reach his eyes.
 
   I leaned in and gave Peter a big squeeze. “I’m happy you decided to stay with us,” I said, meaning every word of it.
 
   Peter stepped away from me and shrugged. “You’re all the family I have left now,” he said, but despite the ache I still felt in his heart, I knew he was happy to be with us.
 
   “Hey, sweetheart,” my dad said, coming up to me. He wrapped his arms around me, his hold solid and comforting. I hugged him back, more than happy we were together, that I had my dad, my brothers, Dani, and Jake to start the next chapter of my life with.
 
   But when I reached Jason and Dani, I couldn’t will the tears back any longer.
 
   Dani’s arms were around me so fast I nearly lost my balance. “Love you, Zo,” she cried into my shoulder.
 
   I squeezed her tighter, laughing and sobbing at the same time. “Love you, too, D. Happy New Year.”
 
   When I tried to pull away, her embrace tightened. “I’m not ready to let go,” she sniveled.
 
   “That’s okay, D. Me neither,” I halfheartedly joked, then something occurred to me. “Next year, this time, you’ll have a little one in your arms, D. Can you believe it?”
 
   That made her step back, and she beamed at me. “No, not really.” Laughing under her breath, she shook her head.
 
   I nudged her. “You know we’ll need to plan a girl’s night every now and again, right? Make time for your old friend Zoe.” I winked at her.
 
   Dani laughed. “I wouldn’t have it any other way.”
 
   I kissed her cheek. “To next year, then,” I said. “To families and babies and copious amounts of drinking.”
 
   “To next year,” Dani laughed, and her arms tightened around me again. “Happy New Year, Zo.”
 
    
 
   The end.
 
    
 
    
 
   Thank you for reading!
 
    
 
   While Dani and Zoe’s story has reached a conclusion, their adventures and those of their companions will continue in World Before and World After. Sign up for The Ending Newsletter to be kept up to date on what’s to come.
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