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Chapter One

Containment 
Breach

“M aximilian, why are you dragging me down here?” the tall 

woman barked as she stepped from an elevator. Her voice 

held depth, exuding a naturally intimidating tone, enough to make even 

the snarkiest people straighten their postures. Her mere presence was 

threatening. The halls even thrummed with the booming thuds of her 

heavy-footed steps.

“Level 6 is hardly a Ioor ’Ed visit for fun,” she growled. “Cspecially at 

three in the goddamn morning.”

“Dome now, Aiana,” the lanky man walking in front of her hummed 

with a slight chuckle. qs he spoke, his arthritic ;ngers endlessly ;ddled 

with his white mustache. “Have you no heart?” he cooed, stuf;ng his 

hands in his lab coat.

Aiana sSuinted, irritatedW he couldnEt get away with ;bbing discour-

agement in front of her. “ThereEs nothing special about the sad children 

youEve collected here,” she commented.

jhe then shot a sharp glance to her left at a smaller man with glasses 

who was silently following alongside them. Nith so little as a scowl 

and a Fudgmental glare into his pathetically submissive eyes, he almost 

immediately cowered behind his clipboard. “qnd tell your creepy brat to 

stop staring at me.”
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“Dome now, heEs simply admiring you,” Maximilian spoke with a 

feigned plea. “qnd as for the girls, ’Ed beg to differ. Nhat other orphanage 

possesses children capable of what they are?”

Aiana muttered a curse beneath her breath before stating, “:one. Bor 

good reason.”

“:one indeed.” Maximilian grinned.

jhe watched as the smaller man retreated back toward Maximilian, 

almost using the doctor as a barrier between him and Aiana, like a fright-

ened puppy cowering between its motherEs legs. jhe dryly huffed before 

peeling her eyes from him.

jhe crossed her black-sleeved arms over her ballistic vest. Her right 

shoulder was embroidered with a strange, sterile-white symbolO a circle 

with a symmetrical cross in the center that stretched out to its edges. 

jhe looked like she was prepared for war, and working here, she felt 

obligated to be. q handgun was holstered on her hip and pouches of spare 

ammunition dotted the belt around it. Mace, handcuffs, a two-way radio, 

and a Iashlight Foined them on the opposing side. Aespite all the gray, 

dark eSuipment, her hair greatly outmatched themO it was deep, dark, 

and black, almost devouring all the light that shined upon it.  Most of 

it was tied into a meticulously well-kept bun Fust below the rear of her 

baseball cap. !ut apart from the bundle, one stray thin veil of hair rested 

against the right side of her face. ’t seemed as though the only color on 

this woman was her pale skin, and dull, heavy, tired blue eyes.

“1h fear not, Nilson, sheEs Suite charming, albeit dif;cult to speak 

with,” Maximilian remarked, brieIy stopping to place his hand on the 

shorter maleEs shoulder.

AianaEs face twitched with sudden irritation at his words. His gall to act so 

ludicrously carefree while wasting her time on some stroll was twisting her 
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nerves. “Nhy are we down here9?” she fumed, frustratedly turning to face 

the man.

Maximilian cracked a sly grin and tilted his head slightly to the right. 

“Bor this, of course.” He chuckled, gesturing toward the door they were 

standing beside. ’t shared the same strange symbol as AianaEs shoulder, 

and below that was the number XR. “’ ;gured this would be someone youEd 

like to see.”

Aiana stopped and glanced at the door. 1nce she spotted the familiar 

number on its surface, her eyebrows furrowed. jhe Suickly peered back 

at him, her face scrunching as his smug smile not once wavered and only 

continued to twist and stretch.

“qre you trying to get a rise out of me with this?” she accused. “:ine-

teen is dead.”

“jhe sure is,” Maximilian noted.

q key card was hooked at the end of a lanyard draped around his neck. 

The card was lined in purple, and in bold text, it read Mqz’M’L’q: B1GA. 

He lightly pinched it, and with a swift Iick of his wrist, he pressed the key-

card against the terminal mounted beside the door. qlmost immediately, 

the panel lit up with an af;rming green glow and the door split apart.

“Ladies ;rst,” he said, stepping aside.

Aiana growled against her teeth, entirely unappreciative of the gesture. 

jhe slowly uncrossed her arms, heavily resisting every urge to bust his 

nose as she stomped past him.

“Nhat are you trying to show me? q corpse dangling from the ceiling?” 

she Feered.

“That would be in bad taste.” Maximilian chuckled. “Cven so, ’ appre-

ciate your imagination.”

“’tEs not far out of the realm of shit youEd pull,” Aiana lowly grumbled, 

leering back at him over her shoulder.
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Maximilian shrugged and snaked past Aiana into the area with Nilson 

in tow. The door clamped shut behind them, and he made his way toward 

another on their left. This one had a manual lock. q third door similar to 

the one they had Fust entered was ahead of them.

Aiana couldnEt help but stare. The second door was unmarked, but the 

third was identical to the ;rst, displaying the same numberO XR.

“Dommander,” Maximilian called out to her, having unlocked the door. 

“The show is about to start. ’ wouldnEt want you to miss it.” He grinned.

Aiana let out a discomforted exhale as she met MaximilianEs ga—e. jhe 

proceeded toward him in hesitance. jomething wasnEt right. He seemed 

all too excited to show her something, which almost never turned out in 

her favor. . . .

Maximilian pulled the door open, revealing a room ;lled to the brim 

with eSuipment. Monitors covered the walls, displaying countless diag-

nosticsO everything from heart rate, blood pressure, oxygen intake, and 

even body temperature. The room was void of people. qside from the 

eSuipment, the only other presence was three foldable chairs placed in 

front of a black sheet of glass on the wall.

The other cells aren’t stuffed with nearly this much crap, Aiana thought to 

herself. Her eyes uneasily darted about the room, scanning each monitor 

and tool for something unordinary. The problem was, to her, it was all 

unordinary.

“Nould you care to take a seat in front of the window, Dommander 

Pray?” Maximilian offered.

Nith a serrated exhale, she stepped up in front of the glass. “’Ed rather 

stand, thank you.” Aiana scowled, diverting her frigid glare into the re-

Iective obsidian pane. jhe took a good look at her own reIection, frus-

tratedly grunting as she noticed a nigh unnoticeable error in her stance, 

which she corrected immediately.
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“qs you wish,” Maximilian relented and approached a desk placed Fust 

beside the window where much of the eSuipment was set up.

Nilson made his way past the two and sat in a chair beside her. Nith his 

back pressed against it, and his feet tucked beneath him, it almost seemed 

to her as though he was doing whatever he could to appear as invisible as 

possible.

Nilson Suickly pulled a pen from his pocket, clicking it open in an instant 

as he sat in wait. He glanced to his side, looking up at Aiana, only for her to 

immediately blast him with a frigid and unamused glare. 1bviously fright-

ened of her, he scooted his chair several feet away.

Maximilian snatched the microphone mounted to the desk via a Iexible 

cable. jliding his other hand down the cable, he palmed the circular base, 

and Iicked a red switch protruding from it. q vibration from behind the black 

sheet could be heard as speakers boomed to life.

“Pood morning,” he greeted.

His voice, mirrored by the speakers, bellowed through the walls, the bass 

of which reverberated through their chests.

The monitored heart rate grew more freSuent in response to his words. 

Aiana wouldnEt have noticed if Nilson wasnEt already fervently scribbling 

away on his clipboard. jhe sSuinted in an attempt to see anything in the dark 

room behind the glass. “Maximilian . . . ?” she slowly said, growing uneasy 

when she couldnEt even ;nd a shape in the shadows.

Maximilian responded by only raising his free hand and extending his 

index ;nger to shush her.

AianaEs right eye twitched in response to such a childish gesture. Her grow-

ing frustration was tempered only by her curiosity. Much of her thoughts 

were geared toward ;guring out what Maximilian was trying to accomplish. 

Nhether this was a ruse to get on her nerves, or something more sinister, she 

couldnEt put her ;nger on it.
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Maximilian sat patiently. Nhen Suiet but audible exhales proceeded to 

Iow through the desk speakers, a sly grin tore across his lips.

“Hello . . . ?” the Suivering voice of a young girl replied.

Aiana Iinched at the girlEs soft, trembling voice. jhe was able to put a 

face to it immediately, but that couldnEt be right.

“Hello, jamantha,” Maximilian hummed.

Aespite the con;rmation of a name she hadnEt heard in some time, 

Aiana refused to give him attention, even as he peered over at her from 

the desk. jhe didnEt need to lookW she could almost hear his irritating grin 

stretching across his soulless mug. Aiana wouldnEt even blinkJif there 

were even a slight chance of this being some cruel prank, she would cling 

to it until the last second.

“:o9” the girlEs voice shrieked through the speakers. “YleaseJYlease 

donEt9”

The monitors displayed a fren—y of alerts.  The girlEs heart rate was 

further increasing, and her blood pressure skyrocketed. Her manic and 

fearful pleas continued to pour through, relentlessly begging to remain 

shrouded in darkness.

AianaEs nails dug into her palms, and if they hadnEt been trimmed, 

theyEd have drawn blood. Nith each frightened cry that poured in from 

the other side of the glass, she found it harder to peel her eyes away. Ais-

gust and confusion were bringing her to the cusp of losing her composure 

altogether.

jhe Suickly faltered, unable to contain her discontent any longer. 

“Nhat have you done?” she muttered, almost swallowing her own words. 

Her arms lowered themselves to her side. Bor a brief moment, she had 

been caught entirely off guard.

Maximilian reached toward the wall, pressing his ;nger against a thin 

switch. Nith a gentle motion of his hand, the switch Iipped. q thud boomed 
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through the walls as enormous, bright halogen ;xtures lit up the previously 

black void.

Aiana partly sei—ed up as her pupils suddenly narrowed. jhe almost 

couldnEt process what she was staring atW it had to be impossible.

Kust through the glass, a little girl with black hair was on her knees in the 

center of the cell. jhe let out multiple pathetic whimpers as she struggled, 

unable to move from her position. Her arms were restrained by tight chains 

connected to opposing walls.

qfter a few agoni—ing seconds of violent thrashing, the girl ceased, slump-

ing forward against the tug of her restraints. Her tangled and messy black 

locks draped over her battered face as she relaxed. Her skin was covered in 

splits, scrapes, and bruises, showing clear signs of suffering and abuse. jhe 

let out a sharp exhale as she began to raise her head.

q sudden muscle spasm, likely due to her uncomfortable position, caused 

her neck muscles to constrict, forcing her to Ferk forward. Yrotruding from 

her back were four lengthy metallic tendrils ending with scythe-like blades. 

They dragged against the concrete Ioor behind her, scraping unmercifully 

until they snagged against their own restraints.

“Maximilian . . .” Aiana shallowly exhaled, balling up her left ;st while 

instinctively hovering her right over her holstered sidearm.

“Ves?” He smugly grinned.

“This isnEt possible,” Aiana snarled, eyeing the child in chains.

“Nhat speci;cally?”

“Vou know what,” she growled. “’ killed that . . . thing9” jhe turned and 

swept her arm to the side, smashing her ;st against one of the foldable chairs. 

’t careened into the wall before clattering onto the Ioor. “Nhy is it still 

alive9?”

“1h, that.” Maximilian ceased ;ddling with his mustache. He then brought 

his hands behind his back and Foined them together.
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“jhe was too valuable of an asset to Fust . . . terminate,” he explained. “’ had 

to make sure we could sSuee—e every last drop of data out of this cute little 

morsel.”

Aiana was prepared to retort but turned back to the concrete cage in re-

sponse to a sudden movement in her peripheral.

The girl had moved. jhe was now sitting on her ankles with her back 

straight and her head up.

jamanthaEs nose twitched as her lamp-like eyes Iickered inconsistently in 

colorJfrom a gleaming, luminescent, and vibrant light blue, to a burning, 

carnage-thirsting scarlet red. Nith an unwavering ga—e, she stared at the 

glass, almost as though she were looking past it.

Aiana clenched her teeth and returned the glare, though her discomfort 

only grew the longer their apparent eye contact remained.

The child didnEt blink. jhe hardly even breathed. jhe Fust . . . stared.

“NhatEs wrong with it?” Aiana Suestioned. “Dan she see me?”

“1f course not,” Maximilian obFected. “The glass is one way.” q devious 

hum escaped his lips as he held back a snicker.

Aiana stepped to the left. jamanthaEs eyes followed. “Then whatEs the 

bratEs problem?”

“jhe appears to be locked on to your scent, maEam,” the previously silent 

young man stammered, garnering the courage to insert himself into the con-

versation.

“jhit,” Aiana sneered.

“Vou were the last voice poor little jamantha heard before she was torn 

apart by a shower of bullets,” Maximilian sinisterly gawked.

Aiana held her ground, continuing to glare down at the child. jhe had 

never expected to see those eyes again, let alone stare back into them. jhe 

remembered that day all too well. How could she not? The alarms, the panic, 

and those eyes. There was no doubt in her mind that jamantha not only also 
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remembered but had been holding a grudge the entire time. Her blistering, 

vengeful glare made that abundantly clear.

jamanthaEs eyes ceased their Iickering light show. !oth colors now fought 

to control the same space, and in that brief turmoil, there was a split. ’n an 

instant, her lamps had bled entirely red, having succumbed to dim yet fervent 

blood thirst.

jhe lunged, snarling as the restraints hooked to her tendrils pulled against 

her spine. jhe gritted her teeth, seething as drool seeped over her lips and 

down her chin. Her teeth were sharp, glimmering with a metallic sheen, and 

clamped together with the force of a sharkEs Faws. Low predatorial growls 

rumbled through her throat with each breath, shaking spit from her chin.

!efore long, she grew impatient and thrashed more violently. jhe parted 

her teeth, widened her Faw, and let loose a ravenous roar.

Aiana ;nally broke a sweat though, visually, her only shift in demeanor 

was but a further tightening of her facial muscles. “jhe needs to be terminat-

ed. ’mmediately,” she demanded.

“qs ’ said, sheEs too valuable,” Maximilian repeated himself, poorly hiding 

his twisted pleasure with a disingenuous sigh. “Nhich is why ’ was glad she 

was only incapacitated and not dead when she broke containment last time.”

“jhe killed everyone that got in her way,” Aiana declared, regaining her 

composure and standing her ground. “jhe tore throats and Iesh out of my 

men with her teeth like a fucking animal.”

“Humans do regress when threatened,” Maximilian remarked. “ThereEs 

nothing more potent or raw than natural instinct.”

“ThereEs nothing human about her,” Aiana stepped back up to the glass, 

continuing to look down upon jamantha with her predetermined preFudices. 

“:ot anymore.”

jhe huffed, watching as jamantha bowed her head subtly to adFust her 

ga—e with the commanderEs minor shift in position.
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Maximilian shook his head. “Nhile that may be so, thereEs nothing we can 

do but learn from her now. Uilling her would be a blow to our research.”

“’t may surprise you to learn that ’ donEt give a fuck about your research,” 

Aiana snapped at him. jhe ;nally broke eye contact, turning her full attention 

toward Maximilian. “’ wonEt debate this,” she snarled. “jhe needs to die.” !ut 

as she ;nished, he gave no response.

MaximilianEs purposeful silence dragged out for moments on end, his grin 

remaining af;xed upon his lips and his eyes almost entirely unblinking.

Aiana gulped, her patience thinning in the face of his unwavering stub-

bornness. jhe was growing Fittery, her ;ngers twitching against her holster 

as she stared back at him. jhe knew she didnEt have the authority to issue an 

execution order without his clearanceW his irritating smirk alone was enough 

for her to ;gure he knew that, as well.

Their stalemate was suddenly disrupted as the eSuipment around them 

began to softly rustle. jhe shot a Suick glance back at Maximilian before the 

entire room started to subtly Suake.

Aiana looked down, feeling as though the vibrations of the facility had 

completely shifted. The belly of the bunker was groaning, and the inconsis-

tent vibrations humming against her feet were an early warning sign.

“MaximilianJ” she started. The lights Iashed then grew brighter and 

dimmer at seemingly random intervals. Her anger faded, replaced almost 

entirely by concern as the vibrations became signi;cantly more intense.

The loud whirring of the facilityEs generators had signi;cantly spiked in 

volume, until suddenly choking and sputtering before coming to a complete 

halt. qnd as the facility fell silent, the lights went out.

jhrouded in darkness, her anger slowly returned, festering and boiling as 

she nearly shivered with frustration. “Doctor . . .” she trailed off, growling 

against her teeth.

“This . . . isnEt my doing,” Maximilian responded within the shadows.
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q much Suieter series of metallic rumbles bellowed from beneath 

them, possibly a second set of smaller generators roaring to life. !ut even 

as they ignited, the lights did not return in full, as only the low-power 

emergency bulbs dotting the walls were aglow.

“Nilson,” Maximilian started, turning toward his assistant as the room 

;lled with dim red light. “Nhat the hell Fust happened9?”

Nilson was panicking, pacing the darkened room. “’-’ donEt know, sir9”

“Nhy would the grid Fust shut down like that9?” Aiana barked.

Nilson frantically sifted through his tablet, searching through diag-

nostics, system data, anything he could to ;nd an answer. !ut when he 

found it, he merely exhaled shakily and began to sweat.

“j-sir?” he softly stuttered.

“Nhat is it?” Maximilian beckoned.

“The emergency systems are the only systems online.” He gulped, rais-

ing his head. “qnd that means . . .”

Aiana watched as he turned his head to the window. Cven in the low 

light, she could see him turn pale, his skin dotting with fear-stricken 

goosebumps. jhe turned slightly, leering at Maximilian while Nilson 

began to incoherently babble before the two then looked back at the 

window.

qlmost immediately, she felt a knife run right along her nerves, playing 

them like a rusty violin. jhe was met again with the cold stare of the angry 

child, but it was much too close for comfort this time.

jamantha stood nearly against the glass. Her splintering red lamps 

cast the faintest of glows against her face. Nith each exhale from her 

nose, a temporary sheen of fog licked across the glass. Her breathing was 

tempered, albeit poorly, as boring into AianaEs eyes through the glass 

seemed to make her antsy and irritated.
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Aiana slowly peeled her vest an inch from her chest. jhe reached beneath 

it, pinched, and pulled out a small, folded handkerchief. jhe shook it loose, 

then spat into the cloth, balled it up with one hand, and tossed it to her left.

jamanthaEs eyes darted over, following the handkerchief, but Suickly 

shifted back to AianaEs position.

“jhe can deInitely smell me,” Aiana hummed in grim con;rmation.

“Her magnetic restraints must have deactivated9” Nilson explained, his 

voice bordering on cracking. “Though unless thereEs a backIow, the electron-

ic locks shouldJ”

He was cut off as the doors in the adFoining checkpoint hall simultaneously 

unlocked.

“Jhold.” He gulped.

“Uid, stop talking,” Aiana murmured, irked by his poor timing.

q hiss rang from the adFoining room as the doors depressuri—ed. jlowly, the 

doors peeled apart, allowing the dim red glow of the emergency lights to seep 

into jamanthaEs dark cell.

jhe turned her head, no longer interested in Aiana as the prospect of free-

dom became plausible. q hint of relief broke through her stoic expression.

“ThatEs . . . not ideal,” Maximilian mumbled, releasing an irritated scowl as 

he scratched his mustache out of habit.

q sudden shocked exhale fogged up the glass, and she moved toward the 

dimly lit doorway. qs she stepped, the shaded silhouettes of her tendrils 

slithered behind her, twisting and swimming through the air as though they 

weaved against gravityEs pull.

“:o9” Aiana growled, Suickly shoving past Maximilian and rushing the 

door as jamantha moved out of sight. jhe instinctively reached for the handle 

but held herself back, knowing that if she opened that door, sheEd be as good 

as dead. jhe stood impatiently in toxifying silence, listening for even the 

slightest bit of movement in the adFoining hall. jhe knew that little monster 
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had a golden ticket to run free again, and with each second that scraped 

by, Aiana only grew more furious.

jhe dragged her constrained, twitching glare back to Maximilian. jhe 

didnEt speak, but at this point, she hoped it was clear enough that she 

wouldnEt take no for an answer.

Maximilian sighed and raised a hand to rub his forehead. “Bery well,” 

he relented. “’nitiate termination protocols.”

AianaEs shoulders loosened slightly in relief,  but now she had a Fob 

to do. “Nith pleasure,” she sneered. jhe raised a hand, grasping at a 

small knob sticking out from the center of the door. jhe pulled it to the 

right, opening a speakeasy for her to peer through. Her eyes moved left 

and right, searching for any sign of jamantha beyond the door. jhe saw 

nothing but a dimly lit room.

Aiana reached Fust  above her  chest,  near  her  right  shoulder,  and 

grabbed hold of a palm-si—ed mic Belcroed to her vest. q spiral cable, 

connected to the base of the mic, had been fed beneath her vest all the 

way down to her belt, connecting to the input of her radio. jhe pushed 

down a switch, activating it, then held down a trigger on the side.

“qll available sSuads mobili—e, check in, and lock down the entire fa-

cility. ThereEs been a blackout and one possible breach on Level 6, heard?”

q Iurry of con;rmations poured from the speaker, though she paid no 

mind to themJshe had something more pressing to worry about.

jhe planted her left hand on the doorknob and drew her sidearm. jhe 

then shoved the door open and raised her gun, only to ;nd the door to 

the hall wide open.

jamantha had escaped.

jhe grimaced and held down the trigger once again. “!e advised, we are 

operating under containment breach protocol. Dhaincode YPB-q6. Yroceed 
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with caution and live munitions. VouEre authori—ed to use deadly force on 

sight.”

Aiana removed her hand from her chest, placing it beneath the grip to 

stabili—e her weapon. jhe stepped into the halls, sSuinting as she tried her 

best to see in the low light. Geali—ing that doing so would be nothing more 

than a hindrance, she snatched a Iashlight from her belt. jhe ignited it and 

held it beneath her weapon.

The light almost immediately overpowered the weak emergency bulbs 

lining the hall. jhe glanced both ways, staring as far as her Iashlight would 

illuminate. !ut she saw no signs of the girl.

However, on her left, Fust outside the door, she noticed something on the 

Ioor.

Aiana knelt down. Cpon shining her light on it, she reali—ed it was a gash 

in the concrete.

“Her scythes,” she muttered, glancing up through the blast doorway Fust 

ahead of her.

“qny sSuads in position on the eastern half of Dontainment Ning D?” 

Aiana Suestioned, holding down the trigger with the hand in which she held 

the torch. jhe rose to her feet and stepped ahead through the arch of the blast 

doorway.

“Daptain Par;eld of  Bictor jSuad reporting,” a manEs voice chirped 

through. “NeEre holding down the hall Fust outside of the generator stair-

well.”

Aiana picked up her speed, moving Suickly down the halls as she continued 

to check adFoining sections. jhe glanced to the wall, spotting a sign pointing 

toward a Function labeled Y1NCG N’:P.

“Hold your position, Daptain.” jhe furrowed her eyebrows amid the dark-

ness. “jhe might be headed your way9”

“NeEre in wait, maEam9” Par;eld replied through the radio.
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“Goger that, ’Em en route,” Aiana said, removing her hand from her 

radio. !ut before she could continue onward, he came through again.

“MaEam, ’ think sheEs Fust outside ofJwait . . . are thoseJ” Par;eld 

started, but cut off, likely fumbling his mic.

“Par;eld?” Aiana stated, coming to a halt. qfter a few seconds, she held 

the trigger back down and repeated herself. “Daptain Par;eld?”

q garble of static and white noise blared through the mic before a 

handful of words broke through. “Jntha9 ’tEsJineteen9”

“Daptain9?” Aiana yelled into the mic.

“Jend help9 jend heJ” Par;eld begged until the feed was cut again.

Aiana gritted her teeth and burst into a full  sprint down the halls. 

jhe took a left at the Function, entering a parallel hall. Though once she 

turned right to keep going, she stopped in her tracks. q sealed blast door 

blocked her path.

“jhit,” she muttered.

AianaEs head perked up as she heard a variety of mufIed shrieks and 

gun;re reverberating through the steel door.

“Nhy is this closed9?” she shouted to no one in particular before stuff-

ing her gun in her holster and planting her hands on the terminal beside 

the door. :o matter how much she ;ddled with it, the screen remained 

black and unresponsive.

“jheEs tearing us apart9  Ne need backup9” a more feminine voice 

shrieked over the radio feed.

Aiana forced her hand into a small groove beneath the front plate then 

tore it open. ! have to open this thing manually� she thought to herself, 

;nding a keycard slot wired directly through the box. jhe pulled off her 

lanyard and stuck her badge in. :o response.

“Aammit, these things are supposed to be wired to the emergency 

system9” she shouted, pulling her card out and slotting it in again.
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Aiana crouched, peering under the terminal. jhe ran her ;ngers along 

the backside, which hung Fust an inch from the wall. Her ;ngers rubbed 

right over a switch. jhe stopped and pressed it in immediately. jhe rose to 

her feet, looking at her card still embedded in the slot. jtill no response.

“Dome on9” jhe Ferked it out and shoved it in one last time. The slot let 

loose a shrill beep, and a sudden burst of air hissed from the door as the 

locks detached.

Aiana stepped to the left side of the frame and clamped her ;ngers 

around it. jhe pulled as hard as she could.

The door groaned as it was forced open, and once she got about a foot 

and a half of clearance, she wedged herself between the frame and the 

door. Yressing her feet against the frame, and her back against the door, 

she was able to shove it open completely.

The commander stumbled but swiftly pulled her ;rearm back out and 

reignited her torch.

The dim emergency lights continued to line the hall all the way down 

to an exposed doorway at the end of the hall. Aiana raised her Iashlight 

up above it, spotting a sign that read PC:CGqT1G qDDCjj. qs she lowered 

the light, she spotted a damaged steel door lying on the Ioor nearby. The 

door seemed to have been torn off its hinges, the locks shattered and the 

metal shredded. ’t was crumpled like paper.

Aiana then mouthed a curse as she noticed ;ve bodies strewn about 

the room like blood-soaked party streamers. jhe stepped forward, slowly 

panning across the Ioor with her light as she hoped for survivors. jome 

were missing arms, some had holes in them, and some were hardly even 

recogni—able as corpses, only giving off the appearance of a butcherEs 

scraps.

“jSuads Boxtrot and Polf,” Aiana gulped, “relocate to Penerator qc-

cess, immediately,” she ordered into her mic.
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qs the con;rmations echoed in, she knelt beside one of the gored bodies, 

which lay face down. jhe placed her Iashlight on the Ioor next to her and 

reached for its neck. jhe had gone to check for a pulse but felt an immedi-

ate sSuelch against her ;ngers as she did so. ’n response, she grabbed their 

shoulder and forcibly rolled the body over.

Their throat was shredded, yet their eyes gla—ed over, fro—en with terror.

Aiana winced then let out a disappointed sigh. jhe curled a ;nger around 

their dog tag chain, popping it off what remained of their neck to verify their 

designation.

’t was Bictor jSuadron alright.

jetting their tags back down against their chest, she leaned back down to-

ward the mic. “Polf, continue ahead. Boxtrot, continue after securing a med-

ical team. BictorJ” she stopped, distracted as she heard a distant rustling. 

“Jhas been wiped out,” she ;nished.

jhe heard the subtle rustling once again and swiftly scooped her Iashlight 

back up. jhe rose to her feet and raised her hands, illuminating the doorway 

with her torch. qfter a few moments of continued silence, she heard it once 

more and noticed it was coming from beside the door.

Her light revealed a man wedged against the corner. He whee—ed at the 

sudden Iash of light in his eyes, raising his hand to cover them.

Aiana approached cautiously, lowering her gun slightly. jhe could hear his 

breathing. ’t was erratic, so much so that she could see his uniform Suivering. 

“’dentify yourself, soldier9” she barked.

The man may have Fumped to his feet if he werenEt wounded. He raised 

his handgun at Aiana and cried, “Pet away from me9” His voice broke as he 

screamed.

“Par;eld,” Aiana partly gasped before raising her gun back up, “drop it9”

He was in a delirious state, she knew that, but if she had to put him down, 

she would. jhe already had more than enough to worry about.
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He stared at her,  looking for her face,  but found it  dif;cult as she 

was shrouded in darkness and he was blinded by the Iashlight. 1nce he 

heard her voice, his entire body went stiff, and the gun practically slipped 

from his hands. “D-D-Dommander9” he stuttered out, staring at her with 

bloodshot eyes.

“Dompose yourself,  Daptain,” Aiana spoke, lowering the torch and 

holstering her gun. jhe knelt down in front of him and made direct eye 

contact. “Nhat happened?” she Sueried.

“Th-the 1rphanJ’t. jheJFust charged us9” Par;eld whee—ed, barely 

maintaining eye contact with her.

He was rather chewed up. jeveral open wounds peeked out from be-

neath his torn vest and uniform, though there were likely more. !lood 

drained down his exposed skin, oo—ing from his countless cuts and holes 

with each breath. qs he inhaled, he winced and crossed an arm over his 

chest, grabbing at one of his wounds as they stung unmercifully.

“’t wasJ’t was :ineteen9” he cried out, gagging as he coughed un-

controllably. “NhyJjhe was. ’tJ” He began to stammer and ramble, 

choking as stress tightened its ;ngers around his neck.

“Ne opened ;re,” he stuttered, almost staring through Aiana and at his 

butchered team. “’t didnEt even take a minute. . . .”

Aiana peered over her shoulder, viewing the carnage once more. Her 

stoic expression held ;rm, though her eyes werenEt so stone-cold. The 

walls were painted with uneven splatters of blood, but the Ioor had the 

worst of it. ’t was almost entirely covered in a soup of gore, with chunky 

bits of sinew, Iesh, and bone mixed in. This could have been avoided if 

Maximilian had listened to her the ;rst time.

Aiana turned back and raised her right hand from her holster.  jhe 

grasped Par;eldEs shoulder and rekindled their previous eye contact.
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He was ;dgeting, entirely unable to control his fear. !ut as he looked at his 

superior, he could see she was calm, albeit a little fra——led. Her grip alone was 

enough to assert her commanding con;dence, but the way she looked him in 

the eyes seemed to give him a small sense of hope.

“Try and relax. Help is on the way,” she assured.

“Ves . . . maEam . . .” he choked.





Chapter Two

Rusted Catacombs

“S he’s down there, is she?” Captain Gaius asked, his gnlers wrapped 

around his assaumt rixe as thoulh Sacantha was efpeyted to munle 

.roc the dark at anD cocentb

viana nodded .roc Ieside the omder, Iamd can in response whime shininl 

her xashmilht into the Foid o. a doorwaDb jn the immucinated darkness, an 

alinl rustD stairyase desyended into the .ayimitD’s depths, where amm the Fitam 

sDstecs were operated and caintainedb

“Wmushinl her out o. there wimm Ie a yhammenle, espeyiammD without powerb j. 

we send anDone down there, she’mm -ust piyk thec o..,” Gaius said, distressed 

ID the thoulht o. sendinl his cen to dieb

“Yhiyh is whD we won’t send anDone,” viana stated, ymiykinl o.. the xashB

milht and smottinl it into her Iemtb “Lou and j wimm lo down ID oursemFesb”

“qammsDb Pess o. a yhanye .or her to take adFantale o. the tilht spaye,” Gaius 

scirkedb

“qut core di.gyumt to gnd her,” viana lrucImed, raisinl her hand and 

ad-ustinl her yapb “j need a weapon gt .or ymose !uartersb”

“j yan arranle thatb” Gaius hucced, recoFinl one hand .roc his weapon 

Iut re.usinl to recoFe the otherb “AarkerH Get oFer here, douIme tice,” he 

shouted, yuppinl his couthb

T wocan with a linler ponDtaim protrudinl .roc Ieneath her hemcet 

caryhed oFerb jn her arcs was a smeek, .reshmD ymeaned shotlunb “Les, sir?” she 

!uestionedb
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“Uand ce Dour weapon, Pieutenant,” Gaius decanded, homdinl a hand 

outb

Aarker hemd it out to hic without hesitationb

Gaius remeased his own, mettinl it danlme alainst his yhest ID a strapb Ue 

lraIIed the shotlun .roc Aarker, and ham.Brayked the pucp, peerinl into the 

e-eytion portb Ue hucced approFinlmD and shoFed the pucp Iayk toward the 

end o. the Iarrem then hemd it out to vianab “Ohis shoumd do the triykb”

viana took it in her hands and reayhed to the underside o. the Iarremb 

She twisted a knoI, ad-ustinl the Irilhtness o. a counted xashmilht, Ie.ore 

mowerinl it in .ront o. hersem.b “Pet’s hope so,” she cucImedb

“Aarker, Dou’re in yharle untim j let Iayk,” Gaius orderedb “Uomd this posiB

tion, and i. the inseyt runs out, Imow her to hemmb”

“NnderstoodH” Aarker repmied with a !uiyk samute Ie.ore drawinl her 

sidearcb “Good huntinl, sirb”

Gaius  turned  his  attention  Iayk  to  the  stairwemm  and  ilnited  his  riB

xeBcounted xashmilhtb Ue raised his rixe up, the Ieac immucinatinl the stairB

wemm onye alainb Ue stepped inside, pressinl his rilht Ioot down alainst the 

grst cetam step, yausinl the stairs to met out a rather otherwormdmD lroanb OheD 

were staIme, as theD did not swaD, thoulh rust was pmenti.um, dottinl Ioth the 

steps and raiminls in inyonsistent spmotyhesb

Gaius lmanyed to his rilht, notiyinl a sicimar scamm wammBcounted yale mike 

the ones mininl the ecerlenyD milhts in the hammsb Ue pointed his rixe down 

and peered at a lmitterinl suIstanye on the seyond stepb Ohe can knemt down, 

recoFinl his hand .roc the Iarrem o. his grearcb Ue pinyhed soce o. the dust 

and raised it up to his .aye, proyeedinl to ruI it Ietween his gnlersb “Gmass,” 

he cutteredb “Ohe mittme Iul scashed up the milhtsb”

viana’s .aye partmD dropped as she raised the shotlun, shininl the milht 

.urther into the stairwemmb Countmess shiccerinl shards mittered eayh step, amm 

the waD down to the grst mandinlb jt was -ust another proImecb
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Enye theD reayhed the Iase o. the stairwemm, theD entered the hucid, 

dacp underIemmD o. the .ayimitDb Syanninl aIout with their xashmilhts, 

their milht lmeaced oFer seFeram syattered pieyes o. e!uipcentb ;arrow 

hamms Iriccinl with pipes and wires surrounded thec, eayh meadinl to 

Farious suIsDstecs suyh as pmucpinl, emeytriyam, heatinl, and yoominlb 

Nnmike traditionam sDstecs, these needed their own suIxoor entiremD -ust 

to keep the cassiFe Iunker .unytioninlb

viana stepped amonl the rilht side o. the cain rooc, peerinl down 

the indiFiduam hamms with her shotlun as she passed thecb Ohe milht 

scothered and twisted around the steem Ieacs, yaImes, and pipesb She 

eDed eFerD un.omdinl detaim as she yare.ummD coFed amonlb Ohis was loinl 

to Ie harder than she thoulhtb

T moud syrapinl sound, that o. cetam Ieinl .oryiImD dralled, shrieked 

out to viana’s me.tb She piFoted, aicinl down the yentram yonyrete hammb 

Uer xashmilht’s Ieac immucinated a menlthD row o. dead leneratorsb Ohere 

were two sides o. the hamm, separated ID eFen core pipes, panems, Farious 

e!uipcent, and wirinl .ed down the yenterb

Wurther down were the tiremessmD yhullinl Iaykup leneratorsb zayh 

lenerator was Iordermine oFerheatinlJ theD were steacinl, roarinl, and 

FiIratinl, doinl eFerDthinl possiIme to keep the .ayimitD’s Fitam sDstecs 

onmineb Steccinl .roc thec were doMens o. pipes and yaImes, runninl 

amonl the wamms, yeiminl, and xoor toward the additionam selcented hammsb

viana raised her me.t gst, and in response, Gaius .roMe in his trayksb T.ter 

a .ew core cocents o. siment oIserFations, she yurmed her gnlers and 

pointed to the me.tb Gaius lmanyed to the hamm and noddedb

viana mowered her hand Iayk down, tilhtmD lraspinl the pucp o. her 

weaponb She stepped .orward with the simenye and lraye o. a lhostJ her 

Ioots hardmD cade a soundb
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Ts she approayhed the rilhtcost hamm, her xashmilht onmD proyeeded to 

immucinate the rooc .urther, lmeacinl o.. the Iaykup lenerators, panems, and 

pipinlb Tdditionam milht poured throulh the yrayks in the hammBdiFidinl cass 

as Gaius adFanyed in unison on the opposinl sideb

She took another step, reayhinl the ham.waD point to the rear o. the roocb 

She stopped, .eeminl lmass yrunyh Ieneath her Iootsb Tnother milht Sacantha 

cust haFe Iustedb She lmanyed down and s!uinted, a lricaye yocinl oFer 

her .aye as she smilhtmD mi.ted her Ioot .roc the deIrisb I’ll never understand how 

these things develop any instincts living in cages.

—ust Ie.ore viana went to kneem and inspeyt the lmass, eayh indiFiduam hair 

on the Iayk o. her neyk stuyk up grcmDb She suyked in a sharp Ireath o. air as 

her gnlers yurmed tilhter around the shotlunb

She mistened intentmD, her eDes dartinl Iayk and .orth as she re.used to 

coFe eFen a cusymeb Nn.ortunatemD, the roar o. the Iaykup lenerators drimmed 

repeatedmD into her ears, so she youmdn’t hear cuyh emse Iesides thatb She 

peered .orward, spottinl Gaius’s milht haFinl coFed seFeram ceters aheadb 

Ohe .urther he coFed, the harder she .oyused, reamiMinl that i. he cade it too 

.ar she cilht Ie dead in the waterb

She yautiousmD raised a .oot, prepared to yontinue onb qut then, amcost rilht 

in her ear, a .aint Det shrimm efhame praytiyammD sent a thunderIomt throulh her 

IodDb

viana stocped her Ioot Iayk down then piFoted to the me.t with lmass 

syrapinl Ieneath her .eetb She hastimD took aic, shininl her xashmilht near 

the yeiminl aIoFe the yon-oined cassb She didn’t see cuyh acid the twistinl 

shadows untim .our o. the yaImes shi.ted, and one o. the shadows opened its 

eDesb

Ohe yoccander xinyhed and iccediatemD pummed the triller, sendinl out a 

sudden Imast o. yonyussiFe xakb jn the xash, Sacantha shi.ted and lrew .ummD 

FisiImeb Ruyh o. the xak sparked alainst her tendrims, penetrated the pipes, 
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and tore throulh wiresb znoulh hit her to throw her o.. Iamanye, sendinl the 

yhimd tucIminl into the me.t ham. o. the hammb

“Gaius, Iehind DouH” viana Demmed as she Ielan to run Iayk toward the 

Ielinninl o. the spmit, hurrDinl to reayh the other sideb

Sacantha’s Iayk yommided with the yonyrete, Iut she wasn’t aIout to staD 

downb She’d pushed hersem. up on her side with her emIowb Uer tendrims spread 

apart and dul into the yonyrete to proFide her with core meFeraleb Yith a 

.orye.um shoFe, Sacantha maunyhed hersem. up .roc the lroundb Uer rilht .oot 

smacced alainst the xoor, and with the Iend o. her knee, she Iurst into a 

yharle at Gaiusb

qD the tice he’d .ummD turned around, Sacantha was praytiyammD in his .ayeb 

Ue youmdn’t eFen raise his rixe Ie.ore she had spun and yrayked her tendrims 

at hic mike a whipb

Ohe lun was torn .roc his hand ID the syDthes, amcost entiremD shredded 

to pieyes as it Ieyace tanlmed aconl her Imadesb Sacantha didn’t stop there, 

and with .eroyious cocentuc, she smacced amm o. her IodD weilht into hic, 

throwinl hic up alainst the Iayk wammb

Gaius’s eDes widened as he .emt the air instantaneousmD driFen .roc his 

munlsb jt was icpossiIme, a yhimd mandinl suyh a heaFD hitb qut to hic, it was 

as i. he’d Ieen hit with the weilht o. a Iusb

qe.ore Sacantha youmd throw another swinl at hic, another Imast o. 

skinBsinleinl xak tore into the lirm’s Iayk and syreeyhed alainst the cetam o. 

her tendrimsb

She stallered with a hiss and stepped Iayk .roc Gaiusb vrallinl her Iare 

.eet alainst the lmassBmittered yonyrete, she turned to .aye her shooterb

viana wasn’t cuyh core than g.teen .eet Iayk and had amreadD rayked her 

neft shotb

Npon spottinl her, Sacantha’s seethinl yricson eDes strained as her 

pupims reyeded to cinusyume, ImoodthirstD dotsb Stimm ecIedded in Gaius’s 
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rixe, her tendrims -erked awaD .roc one another, rippinl the weapon into its 

cinusyume yocponentsb

viana gred alain Iut lasped as the xak cissed entiremD, strikinl the wamm 

and pipesb Sacantha had dropped to the xoor, aFoidinl the shot yocpmetemDb 

She took a paniyked staller Iayk and rayked another shemm as Sacantha proB

yeeded to Iomt toward herb

Sacantha meaped cidBsprint and snalled a pipe with one o. her hooksb 

Nsinl it to inyrease her cocentuc, she xunl throulh the darkness at her 

preDb Yith Det another spin, her tendrims snapped down at the yoccanderb

qD the tice viana was readD to efpem her neft shot, one o. the siykmes 

had -ust enoulh reayh to smash her .ayeb Yithin that spmit seyond, her .aye 

tore open .roc the yheekIone to the yorner o. her mipb Ohe pain was .ar too 

oFerwhemcinl .or her to caintain her aicb She pummed the triller Iut gred 

into the xoor, hittinl nothinl Iut yonyreteb

jnstead o. mandinl, Sacantha smacced into vianab OheD were Ioth sent 

tucIminl to the lround, the shotlun thrown .roc the yoccander’s handsb

viana, sace as Gaius, .emt the wind rip .roc her munls as she yommided 

with the xoorb She desperatemD wheeMed, glhtinl to repmenish her most air the 

cocent it me.t herb How is this possible!? Why is she so heavy!? her cind rayedb 

YhD Sacantha weilhed amcost as cuyh i. not more than a .ummD lrown adumt 

was the meast o. her yonyerns, thoulhb

viana thrashed aIout, .reeinl her hand onmD to swi.tmD Iash her padded 

knuykmes alainst Sacantha’s .ayeb

Sacantha snarmed alainst her hand and spread open her serrated cawb 

She iccediatemD yhocped down on the thrown arc, ymacpinl her -aws and 

sinkinl her teeth into viana’s xeshb Ohe Iite .orye was lreat enoulh that, a.ter 

onmD a seyond, her .orearc yraykedb

viana yhoked and shrieked, her eDes wideninl as the diFerse yayophonD o. 

searinl pain surled oFer her sensesb She writhed around, syreeyhinl as she 
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kiyked at the yonyrete and tried to -erk her arc .roc Sacantha’s Iear trap 

o. a couthb

She threw another unsuyyess.um punyh at Sacantha’s lut with her me.t 

hand, onmD to reamiMe the onmD waD out o. this was to Imast herb She .rantiyammD 

.ucImed around at her side, searyhinl .or and eFentuammD gndinl the pucpb 

qe.ore she youmd eFen trD to rayk a shemm, Sacantha’s teeth sank deeper, 

.oryinl viana’s arc to remease a s!uemyhinl yrunyhb

Yith another lasp, she syreaced her munls drD and gnammD canaled to 

-erk the pucp Iayk, moadinl a shemmb She dropped the lun and shoFed it 

smilhtmD ayross the xoor toward her mels to let ayyess to the lripb She syooped 

it up, stu..ed the Iarrem alainst Sacantha’s stocayh, and pummed the trillerb

Ohe  earBshatterinl  Imast  Imew  a  larlantuan  home  strailht  throulh 

Sacantha’s lutb Ohe icpayt sent her Iayk, yareeninl alainst an air duyt 

on the wammb She riyoyheted o.. the duyt, knoykinl the Fent yoFer moose and 

efposinl the sha.tb —ust as she yommapsed to the lround, yhimminl air rommed 

into the hucid enFironcentb

viana amcost iccediatemD dropped the lun and lraIIed at her lushinl 

yheek with her handb She Ielan to pain.ummD wheeMe, relaininl her most air 

.roc her syreacsb

NnaIme to put cuyh i. anD pressure on her canlmed arc, she .ound hersem. 

unaIme to let Iayk to her .eetb She syuttmed Iayk .roc Sacantha, pushinl 

hersem. amonl the xoor with her Ioots as she .ruitmessmD yontinued to trD and 

let upb She wasn’t aIout to let yaulht ID that conster on the lroundb

Gaius smid ayross the lmassByoFered xoor on his Ioots and kneepadsb Ue 

hooked his arc under viana’s lood shoumder and -erked her to her .eetb

viana stucImed as theD Iayked awaD, trDinl her Iest to staD uprilht as 

her Fision Ielan to .ade .roc trauca and Imood mossb She wasn’t aIout to 

die down here, not in this .ayimitD, and yertainmD not Ieyause o. that mittme 

Iastardb
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Gaius preecptiFemD whipped out his sidearc as their yocIined efB

hausted, .earBriddmed Ireaths perceated the airb qut the core Sacantha 

writhed on the lround, twistinl and -erkinl around as thoulh seecinlmD 

onmD pissed o.. ID the lunshot, the core his lrip .amteredb

Sacantha stopped coFinl .or a cocent and met out a whicper, the 

red hue ecanatinl .roc her eDes dwindminl, .adinl amcostb Ts she yurmed 

her gnlers alainst the yonyrete, syrapinl her naims ayross its sur.aye, she 

started to push hersem. Iayk upb Ohose waFerinl macps were xiykerinl 

Ietween yomors onye alainb Yhime the Imast had knoyked her out o. her 

.renMD, amm it appeared to do in the monl run was tecporarimD stun herb

She snarmed, shakinl as she raised her head and lround her dallerB

couth toletherb Uer yharyoam hair was partmD draped oFer the me.t side 

o. her .aye, meaFinl onmD a sinlme stutterinl yricson eDe FisiImeb She lriB

cayed as she rose, not onye Ireakinl her lmare on the two alentsb

viana pressed her gnlers down, praytiyammD pinyhinl the wound in 

a .utime attecpt to hamt the rush o. the sweet,  yopperD -uiye seepinl 

Ietween her teethb Uer awkward, waFerinl lrip onmD yaused her core 

trouIme, as the stinlinl Iurn o. her syreeyhinl nerFes praytiyammD .oryed 

her teeth toletherb She was Iitinl down on nothinl in an e..ort to keep 

hersem. .roc syreacinl and Imaykinl outb

Sacantha yontorted as she stood, twistinl her micIs and poppinl her 

-ointsb Uer xesh s!ueamed as she -erked her torso to the side, as i. snappinl 

her entire spine Iayk into pmayeb Ohe syrap aIraded her skin and syarred 

her Iones with eayh haccerinl -omt o. her micIsb

Uer Ireaths syraped the depths o. her munls with eayh dral, Iorderinl 

the gne mine o. a lal as she efhamed with the yoarseness o. spmittinl tree 

Iarkb Ts she Ireathed out throulh her nose, she youmdn’t hemp Iut part 

her mips and remease a syamdinl youlhb
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Ohe Iase o. her shirt was torn to shreds ID the xakb qut despite the pmenti.um 

staininl o. intense Imood moss, her lut seeced onmD cinormD dacaled, as i. 

it had Ieen Iurnedb Ohe wound had seecinlmD stityhed itsem. Iayk tolether, 

thoulh a scamm acount o. syrap stimm FisiImD protruded .roc her skinb

“UomD shit b b b” Gaius lumped, tilhteninl his homd on the yoccanderb

How the fuck is she standing!? viana internammD paniykedb I blew a goddamn 

hole in her!

Sacantha hunyhed oFer smilhtmD, drallinl one o. her .eet Iayk in preparaB

tion to yharle alainb qut then her .aye so.tened, and her eDes smowmD widenedb

viana lrunted, unsure whD she’d Iayk down eFen .or a seyondb

Sacantha turned her head toward the open duyt Imowinl a .rilid dra.t oFer 

her Iayksideb

viana wasn’t the onmD one to notiye, as Gaius gred a !uiyk paniy shot that 

smacced rilht into the Erphan’s shoumderb

Sacantha reyoimed, mettinl out a pained snarmb She pummed her in-ured shoumB

der Iayk, swi.tmD -erkinl her IodD around and whippinl her me.tcost tendrims 

up at the can’s handb Owo o. the Imades cade direyt yontayt, one o. thec 

smashinl up his wrist and the other doinl silnigyantmD core dacale to his 

handb jt tore throulh his lun’s Iarrem, shreddinl three o. his gnlers in the 

proyessb jt spmit throulh the sinew and Iones mike theD weren’t eFen thereb

Gaius met out a shout and remeased viana instantmDb Tnother yrD .ommowed as 

he ymutyhed his syourled hand to his yhest whime stallerinl up alainst the 

yentram cass o. the roocb

viana nearmD .emm at the moss o. support Iut .oryed hersem. to staD uprilhtb 

She wasn’t aIout to take her eDes o.. Sacantha, not eFen .or a seyondb

Ts Sacantha’s tendrims reyeded, their eDes moyked .or a Irie. cocentb viana 

hemd her Ireath, knowinl .umm wemm that i. Sacantha wanted to, she youmd kimm 

her rilht then and thereb qut esyapinl seeced to Ie core icportant, as she 

iccediatemD turned and doFe into the sha.tb Uer syDthes dul throulh the 
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yheap amucinuc as she syurried up into the sDstecb Ohe tearinl o. cetam and 

thucpinl o. her syDthes lrew distant with eayh soundb

viana met her Ireath lo and Ielan to pant unyontrommaImDb Ohe remie. washB

inl oFer her was onmD yhammenled ID the searinl pain o. her spmit skin and 

yrushed Ioneb Uer cusymes moosened, and she stucImed Ie.ore yommapsinl 

Iayk alainst soce e!uipcentb

She raised her dacaled arc, winyinl as she tried her Iest to lraI homd o. 

the ciy on her yhestb She strullmed to xef her gnlers, the dacale cakinl 

eFen the smilhtest coFecent stinl mike hemmb

Enye viana was aIme to press it down, she iccediatemD spat, “Gaius and j 

are downH GUQ” She ymenyhed her teeth, as speakinl onmD cade the pain o. 

her torn yheek worseb

She kiyked one o. her mels alainst the air duyt, yausinl it to thrucb She 

hissed, amcost mettinl out a whicper o. an efhame, trDinl her Iest to ilnore 

the unendinl painb “zpsimon, she’s headed Dour waDH” She .oryed out, “KILL 

IT!”

“CopD that,” a wocan with yhinBmenlth Imonde hair spoke into her ciyb She, 

too, wore a sicimar uni.orc to viana and Gaius, the patyh stityhed oFer her 

xak Fest readinl zb Ajz:Czb She turned, steppinl inward .roc a lmass entrDB

waDb She entered a moIID resecIminl that o. a hospitamb jt was sterime, ymean, 

and wemyocinlb qut eFerD tice she stepped inside, it laFe her the shiFersb She 

knew it was a .ayade, a .ront .or the horrors trapped Ieneath the xoorsb

“zccaQCaptainH” a Dounl wocan yorreyted hersem. as she stepped upb 

“Yhat’re Dour orders?” she !uestioned, Irandishinl a Ireayh maunyher in her 

cittsb
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“Worti.D around the cain sha.tb =uiykmDH” zcca Iarked, drawinl her 

sidearc as her cen proyeeded to syracImeb

Ohe rest o. the s!uad syattered aIout the moIIDb Ohoulh, relardmess o. 

moyation, theD amm aiced their weapons up at the marle Fentimation tunnem on 

the yeiminlb

“qriars,” zcca stated, mookinl at the lirm in .ront o. herb “Poad Dour 

maunyher and Imow the duyt the cocent Dou let a Fisuamb”

“Tre Dou sure, Captain?” the scammer wocan responded, remuytantmD moadB

inl a yanister into the IreakBaytion weaponb “Ohere won’t Ie cuyh o. a yeiminl 

me.t,” she cuttered, snappinl the maunyher shutb

“jt doesn’t catterb” zcca lrasped qriars ID the shoumderb “Ye’re the mast 

mine Ietween that Erphan and outside,” she stated lricmDb

qriars nodded, amIeit hesitantmD, and !uietmD stepped o.. toward the reyepB

tion deskb She knemt Iehind it and counted her Ireayh maunyher on the edle, 

aicinl it rilht at the Fent yoFerb

“Enye qriars Imows the Fent,” zcca started, pointinl her .ree hand up at 

the sha.t, “amm o. Dou, return gre iccediatemD on the hostimeb Congrc?”

“CopD,” the other .our spread out cen and wocen respondedb

T.ter aIout a ham. cinute o. simenye, zcca xinyhed, notiyinl the Fent 

had started !uietmD rucIminlb Tpproayhinl smacs ayyocpanied ID the shrimm, 

syreeyhinl tear o. cetam roared throulh the tunnem, lrowinl mouder and moudB

er ID the seyondb

zcca swammowed and tilhtened her lrip on her grearcb Socethinl was 

o..J it didn’t sound mike anD Erphan she knew o.b

“Coccander,” she said, timtinl her head down at her shoumder, “which o. 

the Erphans Ireayhed yontaincent?”

=uiet statiy ecanated .roc the radio Iut no answerb Ohe smacs lrew eFer 

core allressiFe, speedinl up the ymoser it lot to the efitb

“Commander,” she nalledb
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T .aint and near inaudiIme response yace .roc viana> “;ucIer ;ineteenb”

zcca xinyhed and lmanyed down at her ciyb Did she just say . . .

She swi.tmD turned and yupped the side o. her couth to shoutb “qriarsH Uomd 

Dour .Q”

qe.ore the Imonde youmd eFen gnish her sentenye, amm .our syDthes icpamed 

the cetam around the lrate, and qriars iccediatemD Imasted a lrenade rilht 

into the yeiminlb

zcca lasped, steppinl Iayk and shiemdinl her eDes as the efpmosion 

royked the entire xoorb Ohe milhts xashed, and canD Iustedb vacaled yeiminl 

times, yonyrete, and wires then yace yasyadinl down amonl with a IodDb

Sacantha had smacced rilht into the lround within the yenter o. the 

destruytionb

zcca took a step Iayk and raised her arc as dust xew aIout the roocb jt 

gmmed the air and amcost yocpmetemD ymouded the s!uad’s silhtb

“vireyt hitH” qriars shouted oFer the .amminl deIris and sparkinl wiresb

“Uomd Dour loddacn greH” zcca Iemmowedb

Ohe .re!uent sparks o. spmit wires immucinated Sacantha’s simhouette as 

she stood aconl the ruIImeb zcca nerFousmD kept her lun trained on her, 

assucinl she was un.aMed ID the Imastb qut she amcost iccediatemD .amtered 

as she heard shammow Ireathinl yoce .roc the dark lraD shroud o. deIrisb

Ts the milhts yeased xiykerinl and the dust settmed, zcca !uiykmD .ound 

Sacantha wasn’t staImeb She was meaninl a Iit to the me.tb Uer yhest was 

!uiykmD risinl and .amminl with eFerD !uiFerinl Ireath as she strullmed to eFen 

staD uprilhtb Ohe Imood spmattered around her torso where she’d Ieen shot 

-ust cocents earmier had dried, Iut a .resh xow seeped .roc eayh o. her micIs, 

soakinl her ymothes, staininl her skin, and driIIminl onto the xoorb

It really is her . . . zcca thoulht as Sacantha stucImed, nearmD yommapsinl 

as she assucedmD tried to recain inticidatinlb She seeced to caintain her 

.ootinl throulh nothinl Iut sheer spiteb
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“qoss, Dou said it Doursem., we’re supposed to afe this IityhH” one o. the 

cen Dapped .roc the side o. the moIIDb

jn response, Sacantha lrunted a Iit, mettinl out a so.t lrowm as her gnlers 

yurmed into gstsb Uer knees Ient smilhtmD as i. she were prepared to pounye, 

Iut she swaDed, nearmD .amminl oFer .roc the cinor shi.t in her Iamanyeb

“;oH” zcca spat outb “;ob” She then !uiykmD homstered her lunb “She’s 

in no yondition to keep coFinlb” She spoke sternmDb “zalme,” she whistmed, 

“yu..s, nowb”

Ene o. the cen uneasimD mowered his weapon and reayhed Iehind his 

Iayk, .etyhinl a set o. yu..sb

zcca turned her eDes Iayk onto Sacantha and raised her hands yauB

tiousmDb “zasD, SacQ”

Sacantha snarmed alain, takinl a de.ensiFe ham. step Iaykb

“jt’s okaDb jt’s amrilht,” zcca pmeaded, twistinl her wrists to show there 

was nothinl in her lraspb “j know Dou’re tired, j know Dou’re hurtb b b  b 

OheD want Dou dead, Iut we’re not lonna met that happen, amrilht?” she 

whisperedb

Sacantha met out a throatBsyrapinl Ireath, lrittinl her teeth as she 

lmanyed  to  her  me.tb  She  saw  zalme  approayhinl  with  a  set  o.  Iomt 

yu..sQmarle reytanlumar yu..s cade .roc titaniuc used to restrain others 

mike herb She didn’t Iudle Iut kept her eDe on hicb

“Tmm theD do is hurt ce,” Sacantha whispered, her eDes Ielinninl to 

xiyker onye alain as she lmanyed Iayk at zccab

“j knowb b b b j knowb” zcca .rownedb

“Lou don’t know,” Sacantha seethed, her micIs !uakinl as her cusymes 

stunl .roc efhaustionb “von’t mie to ce,” she lrowmedb

“j’c not mDinl, j procise,” zcca so.tmD saidb “Ye yan gf thisQ”

“;o, Dou yan’t,” Sacantha spat, her eDes wideninl partmDb “OheD’mm -ust put 

ce Iayk in a IofH” she shouted, strailhteninl her posture as thoulh her anler 
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Iroulht aIout a seyond wind o. surlinl adrenamineb “j’c not loinl Iayk down 

thereH”

She suddenmD tor!ued her IodD to the side, Iashinl zalme to the lround 

with the Irunt o. her tendrims Ie.ore he lot too ymoseb Ohe yu..s were thrown 

.roc his handsb

“Sac, noH” zcca shouted, reayhinl .or her weaponb qut ID then, SacanB

tha had Iomted .orward, taykminl the yaptain to the lroundb

Uer teeth were ymenyhed as she hemd zcca down ID the shoumdersb Uer 

tendrims yontinued to weilhtmessmD smither throulh the air Iehind her as she 

snarmed, Iut she cade no e..ort to strike, Iite, or yut zccab She -ust hesitantmD 

staredb

“Epen greH” zalme shouted .roc the lroundb

“;oH” zcca shriekedb

Ohe roar o. lungre yraykmed throulh the air as the entire s!uad ducped 

their cals at Sacanthab Rost o. the Iummets yommided with mowBhanlinl times 

and deIris, Iut a deyent acount stimm scashed into her upper Iaykb

Sacantha’s tendrims pummed inward to luard hersem. as she rommed .orward 

o.. zccab She tucImed ayross the xoor Ie.ore .oryinl hersem. Iayk to her .eet 

with the aid o. her eftra micIsb She .oryiImD syraped the Imades alainst the 

yonyrete, kiykinl up another syreen o. dust to proFide Fisuam yoFerb

Sacantha raised her Iattered gnlers, desperatemD trDinl to .orye her hands 

Ietween the panes o. the smidinl lmass doorb She tried to tul at it, thoulh it 

re.used to Iudleb Gmanyinl down, she notiyed yrayks steccinl .roc the straD 

Iummets scashinl into the lmassb

She Iayked up aIout a .oot Ie.ore yharlinl itb She twisted and racced her 

shoumder into the pane, yocpmetemD Iustinl throulh itb Ohe entire door shatB

tered as she .emm throulh, yoFerinl the lround with Iroken lmassb She manded 

on her side, romminl oFer the dirt now yoFered in thousands o. cinusyume, 

-alled lmass shardsb
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She syracImed to her .eet, whicperinl and Imeedinl .roc doMens o. yuts 

FarDinl in siMe as she Iurst into a sprintb qmood xew .roc her as it was thrown 

.roc her yountmess .reshmD draininl lashesb

Uer Iruised .eet smapped alainst the paFecent as she ran, milhtmD s!uemyhB

inl and yrunyhinl as the lmass ecIedded in her somes .oryed itsem. .urther into 

her skinb Uer throat was drD, her munls Iurned, and her heart was Ieatinl so 

hard it caD FerD wemm haFe Ieen prepared to Imow throulh her riIsb

Tn earBspmittinl horn went o.. oFerhead, amcost knoykinl her oFer with its 

sheer Fomuceb Sacantha lraIIed at her head, yrDinl out as her eDes xiykered 

sporadiyammDb Uer ears .emt as thoulh theD were Ieinl torn o.. as the .ayimitD’s 

amarcs roaredb

Ohoulh she was heaFimD disoriented, she pressed onb —ust ahead, throulh 

the cif o. scammer yonneytinl Iuimdinls and a parkinl mot, she saw a spmit in 

the yhainBmink .enyinl surroundinl the periceterb jt was the entranyeJ it was 

her onmD yhanye at .reedocb

Sacantha’s tendrims retreated toward her IodDb Ohe arcs smithered amonl 

her yore and tilhtmD yurmed around her lut, resecIminl a yorset cade .roc 

thiyk cetam yaImesb Uer Imades, despite Ieinl so sharp, nestmed lentmD within 

the laps, nearmD hidinl in pmain silhtb

She youmdn’t stop nowb She youmd see it, the open road -ust IeDond the 

lateb Sacantha pushed hersem. .urther eFen as eFerD cusyme in her IodD yried 

out .or her to stopb Ohe stinlinl sinle o. her Iurninl cusymes eyhoed .roc 

her toes to her gnlertips with eFerD stepb Tt anD liFen cocent, she youmd 

yommapse, and she knew itb

Ts she meaped oFer the Iooc Iarrier, a tecporarD spurt o. euphoria struyk 

herb She’d cade itb She was outsideb

Ohoulh it was shortBmiFed, as the cocent her .eet cade yontayt with the 

asphamt, her mels laFe waDb Waye grst, she smacced into the road, .urther 

syrapinl up her .orehead and noseb
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She mooked a cessb She was unaIme to stand, met amone coFeb Uer ymothes had 

Ieyoce shredded ralsb Uer skin was mined with Iruises, protrudinl deIris, 

lmass, and Iummet homesb Uer yountmess wounds yontinued ooMinl Imood, onmD 

.urther staininl and soakinl the syraps o. her ymothinlb

Sacantha met out seFeram sporadiy Ireaths as she desperatemD tried to relain 

her stacina and caintain yonsyiousnessb She .oryed hersem. up to her knees, 

her arcs !uiFerinl Ieneath her weilhtb

Uer oFerwhemced senses IocIarded her IodD, strikinl and steaminl eFerD 

ounye o. enerlD she had to keep her Fitam sDstecs onmineb She youmdn’t eFen 

think as the horns yontinued to drown out her centam Foiyeb Uer Fision xiykB

eredJ she was Ielinninl to mose her silht, as wemmb Uer eDesilht was reduyed 

to pinhomes, and her ears youmd cake nothinl out Iesides the amarcb

Ene thinl snapped her .roc her daMe> a new horn, unmike the ones shriekinl 

oFerheadb

Ts Sacantha Iminked, she thoulht she’d Ie unaIme to eFen open her eDesb 

OheD .emt too heaFD and were onmD lettinl heaFierb Ohe monler theD staDed 

ymosed, the core she dri.ted toward Imaykinl outb Ohe new horn roared onye 

alain, this tice eFen mouderb

Sacantha .oryed her eDes Iayk open and .ound hersem. Iathed in a lmeacB

inl shroud o. milhtb jt shined IrimmiantmD, amcost mike the sun, and onmD lrew 

Irilhter with eayh passinl cocentb She raised her head, seekinl the sourye, 

and !uiykmD .ound her demiriuc shattered -ust as she was scashed ID a truykb



Chapter Three

The Stray

A s far as the eye could see stretched nearly endless gelds of ira.nT phe 

t.ms rustled iently as the cool autubn zreewe zlev o-er thebT phe il.sk

ten.ni varb hue of the sun vashed o-er the h.lls v.th a cobfort.ni zlan,et 

of d.b.n.sh.ni l.ihtT

A yellov school zus dro-e aloni a road that cut throuih the geldsI zozz.ni 

um and dovn as the moorly ba.nta.ned road roc,ed .ts chass.sT qt zeian to 

slov dovn as .t ammroached a lone vh.te farbhouse .n the center of the 

-ast geldsT phe zra,es sOuealedI and the lebonkt.nted zeheboth iround to a 

steady haltT

phe doors svuni omen v.th a ientle zounce as they v.iiled azout the.r 

loose h.niesT :ut stemmed .ts only reba.n.ni massenierS a fourteenkyearkold 

i.rl v.th shortI va-y zrovn ha.r and an unzuttoned red and zlac, xannelT 

“he eW.ted v.th a staiierI struiil.ni to ba.nta.n zalance due to the hea-y 

zoo, zai on her zac,T

?”.llovI are you hobe novYR a -o.ce Ouest.onedI stebb.ni frob a cell 

mhone she held .n her left handT

phe i.rl mushed her ha.r zac, o-er her ear on the r.iht s.de of her faceT “he 

turned martly to the s.de and ilanced zac, at the zusT ”.th her free handI she 

va-ed to the dr.-er vh.le the doors closedT “oon afterI she vas left alone .n 

the dr.-evayT

?’esI NoWyI qjb hobeTR ”.llov s.ihedI ilanc.ni dovn at her de-.ceT ?’ou 

donjt always ha-e to call be on by vay hobe frob schoolTR
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?q canjt helm .tT T T T q v.sh q could see you iet off the zus .n mersonTR

?”.ll you actually ze hobe for d.nner ton.ihtYR ”.llov Ouest.oned 

v.th sl.iht d.sda.nI already mremared for the d.sammo.ntbent she ,nev 

vas cob.ni loni zefore NoWanne e-en called herT

After sobe t.beI the voban on the other end s.ihed zefore i.-.ni her 

ansverT ?!oT T T T qjb sorryI q need to vor, late aia.nTR

”.llov stuffed her hand .n the moc,et of her s,.nny Jeans and let out 

a vh.ney iroan as she l.ihtly ,.c,ed at the d.rt v.th her studded zootsT 

ph.s hammened ent.rely too oftenT ?’ou mrob.sedDR

?q ,novT q ,novIR the voban sa.dI sound.ni ienu.nely reborseful o-er 

her zro,en vordT ?qjll  ba,e .t  um to youT q  svearT  Lust order a m.wwaI 

the nubzer .s .n the ,.tchenI and there should ze enouih boney .n the 

chanie JarTR

?Ho you svear on Hadjs ira-eYR ”.llov mressedT

phere vas a reluctant irubzle frob the other l.neI folloved zy another 

iu.ltkr.ddled s.ihT ?’eahT M.stenI q iotta iet zac, to vor,TR

?Alr.ihtT T T TR ”.llov nodded to herselfI frovn.ni .n d.sbayT phouihI 

desm.te vallov.ni .n frustrat.onI she couldnjt stay bad at her z.i s.ster 

for loniT A soft sb.le cabe azout her l.msI and .n a tenderI sveet toneI she 

sa.dI ?q lo-e youI NoWyTR

?q lo-e youI tooIR NoWanne resmonded zefore hani.ni umT

As the screen vent dar,I she ra.sed her headI loo,.ni o-er her fab.l.ar 

surround.nisT ”.th a lenithyI .rr.tated eWhaleI she scanned the landscame 

of ira.n rustl.ni around the bodest hobesteadT qt vas Ou.etI as .t alvays 

vas vhen she iot hobeT !oth.ni and no one zut her and her thouihtsT

;er .llus.on of lonel.ness vas nearly .bbed.ately shattered as a sudk

den clatter of vhat sounded l.,e ma.nt cans and tools thundered frob 

v.th.n the zarnT Lubm.ni at the sudden .n-as.on of her sol.tudeI her eyes 

vere .bbed.ately dravn to the s.de of the roadI Just zes.de a ba.lzoWT
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phere vas a mrob.nent sect.on of torn um d.rtI as .f a t.re had iotten 

stuc, .n the irassT phe shredded earth led tovard a tra.l of xattened irass 

and freshly scramedkum sodT Uost notazlyI thouihI zlood vas scattered 

azout the lavn .n trace abountsI sta.n.ni .nd.-.dual zlades of irass v.th 

dotted .n,kl.,e zlotsT

?H.d another deer iet mlovedYR ”.llov Ouer.edI th.n,.ni out loudT

“he ,nelt to zetter sur-ey the sceneT “obeth.ni bade her uneasy azout 

the zlood dr.zzl.ni dovn the irassB .t seebed relat.-ely freshT PsuallyI 

vhen the h.t vas stroni enouih to shov zloodI the deer vasnjt T T T vholeT 

Fut her zetter nature bade her omt.b.st.cT Uayze .t vas o,ayT

?q zetter chec, on .t zefore head.ni .ns.deIR she hubbedT ?—oor th.ni 

could ze hurtTR

”.llov slovly val,ed aloni the edie of the dr.-evayI follov.ni the 

stranie math that led stra.iht .nto the zarnT

?”hat vould a deer ze draii.ni v.th .tYR she cobbentedI meer.ni 

at the loni str.ms of scramedkum sodT ;er susm.c.ons only cont.nued to 

bount as she not.ced a total of four l.nes car-ed .nto the d.rt alonis.de 

the math lead.ni .nto the demths of the zarnT

As she enteredI she sl.d her zai off her shoulders and held .t zy one of 

the strams v.th her r.iht handT !ot that .t vould do buchI zut .f she vere 

attac,edI she at least had sobeth.ni to giht zac, v.thT

phe math cont.nued to stretch tovard the zac,T qt led zeh.nd se-eral 

rusty cars and a fev shel-esI one of vh.ch had zeen ent.rely ,noc,ed o-er 

and vas lean.ni aia.nst another martly t.lted rac,T

phe further she tre,,edI the dar,er .t irev as the toll of the lover.ni 

autubn sunset reared .ts headT ”.llov sOu.ntedI ilanc.ni .nto the dar,k

ness .n an attebmt to gnd vhat she mresubed vas an .nJured an.balT As 

she rounded the shel-esI she sav the tra.l led Just a z.t furtherI stomm.ni 

r.iht um aia.nst the zac, vallT
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As her eyes zetter adJusted to the lov l.iht.niI she gnally smotted .tS a 

hunched o-er s.lhouetteI suztly r.s.ni and fall.ni as .f .t vere zarely zreathk

.niT

?;eyI zuddyIR ”.llov softly cooed as a car.ni sb.le stretched across her 

l.msT “he stead.ed her ammroach .n an attebmt not to fr.ihten .tI vhate-er .t 

vasT

phe giure azrumtly se.wed um desm.te the soft ireet.niT Gour loni sl.therk

.ni shadovs attebmted to sna,e um throuih the a.r zut Ou.c,ly v.lted and 

slubmed dovn aia.nst the d.rtT

“he ,nev sobeth.ni vasnjt r.ihtT qt certa.nly vasnjt a deerI and NoWanne 

had told her a b.ll.on t.bes to .inore road,.llI zut she couldnjt sta-e off her 

cur.os.tyT “he too, another stem forvardI slovly reach.ni her hand out zefore 

butter.niI ?Are you o,ayYR

”hate-er .t vas omened .ts eyesI re-eal.ni d.bly ilov.ni red orzs star.ni 

r.iht at herT

phat vas enouih to smoo, herI caus.ni her to smr.ni zac, and shr.e,T “he 

threv her zai at the giure as hard as she could zefore she fell zac, on her rearT 

“he ,.c,ed at the d.rt and mushed herself aloni the iround unt.l she zac,ed 

um aia.nst the dovned shelfT

”.llovjs l.ms smutteredI and her zreaths zecabe th.nT As thouih shejd 

cl.bzed to the h.ihest mea,I her lunis s.bmly couldnjt iet enouih a.rT Hesk

meratelyI she fubzled around .n her moc,ets for sobeth.niI and albost .bk

bed.ately vh.mmed out an .nhalerI stuc, .t .n her bouthI and suc,ed .n a muff 

of the bed.cat.onT ”h.le lover.ni .tI she vas vheew.ni and d.wwyI zut at the 

-ery least she vas stazleT

phe zai had slabbed .nto the giureI throv.ni .t rouihly .nto the vallT phe 

.bmact sml.t the shoddy vooden manelsI and as they fellI the e-en.ni sunl.iht 

glled .n the dar, zlan,sT phe s.lhouette vasnjt a deer or sobe frea,.sh an.balT 

qt vas Just a i.rlI v.th zlac, ha.rI co-ered frob head to toe .n omen voundsT
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”.th all her b.ihtI “abantha sho-ed the zoo, zai off her chestT ;er 

tendr.ls sl.thered aloni her s.desI and thouih Ou.-er.ni and zarely bo-k

.niI mro-.ded enouih le-eraie for her to s.t zac, umT ;er eyes vere x.c,erk

.ni iently zeneath her bessy loc,s as she Ou.etly svayed zac, and forthT 

phey sh.ned v.th l.ttle lub.nos.tyI l.,e a xashl.iht runn.ni on decadekold 

zatter.esT

”.th each trebzl.ni zreathI “abanthajs l.ms martedI re-eal.ni her 

sh.bber.ni teeth to the farb i.rlT phey vere sharmI l.,e b.n.ature daiiers 

l.n.ni her JavT ;ove-erI they d.dnjt seeb .ntrus.-eT phey ammeared as 

thouih they vere naturalI des.ined to gt merfectly .n her bouthT !ot as 

remlacebents zut as suzst.tutesT

Neiardless of the.r .ntended useI ”.llov iulmed a z.tI  vh.bmer.niI 

as the s.iht of a xeshkshredd.ni bav vas enouih to mut her on edieT 

phat and the tendr.ls bade her vant to runI zut her zetter nature ariued 

aia.nst .tT “he couldnjt Just val, avayI as she could see mla.n as day not 

only ilass zut sharm scrams of shramnel mrotrud.ni frob the i.rljs xeshT 

“he vas a bessEanyvhere she loo,ed re-ealed a nev cutI zru.seI or iashT 

What happened to this girl?

“abantha malbed the d.rt and attebmted to cl.bz to her feetI thouih 

she only banaied to r.se to her ,neesT “he ra.sed her zru.sed handsI as .f 

ready to defend herselfT phouih .f she couldnjt e-en use her tendr.lsI let 

alone standI her hands verenjt io.ni to do her any ioodT

;er nose mer,ed um suddenly as the fresh scent of sobe sort of zerry 

t.c,led her sensesT “he sn.ffedI then stared r.iht at the w.mmedkum zoo, 

zaiT “he hes.tantly reached for .t and irazzed hold of .t on ommos.te endsT 

“he tuiied at .tI attebmt.ni to omen .t l.,e a ch.m zaiT phe lonier she fa.ledI 

the bore frustrated she iotT All she vanted vas the zerryT “he Ou.c,ly irev 

-.s.zly tearykeyedI umset that she d.dnjt understand vhat she vas do.niT

?;kheyIR ”.llov smutteredI lean.ni forvard to iraz the i.rljs attent.onT
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“abantha snarledI snamm.ni her Javs and zar.ni her teeth .n defense of 

her smaceT

”.llov sOuea,ed and slubmed r.iht zac, on her rearT ?’ou iottaER “he 

bade a m.nch.ni bot.on v.th her gniersT ?Emull the tazT qtjll omen .tTR

“abantha zl.n,ed avay the tears and unclenched her JavT “he sOu.nted 

dovn at the l.ttle betal taz and m.nched .t as .nstructedT “he nearly Jubmed 

as the w.mmer r.mmedI stomm.ni dead .n her trac,s to stare at .t l.,e .tjd hurt 

herT Fut Ou.c,ly after real.w.ni .t vas of no threatI she cont.nued mull.niT

:nce .t vas omenI she sho-ed her hands .ns.deT “he threv zoo,s and 

mamers avay hamhawardly as she searched for the source of the scentT “he 

d.dnjt care for zoo,s anyvayB they d.dnjt taste -ery ioodT Fut she e-enk

tually sloved as she mulled out a sball mamer zaiT “he eyed .t frob e-ery 

anile she could zefore sn.fgni .tT “hejd found the scentT “he slovly stuc, 

her hand .ns.de and then suddenly ch.rmed as she felt sobeth.ni soft yet 

ir.tty aia.nst her handT

“he mulled out a suiarkcoated zluezerry bufgnI eye.ni .t .n confus.on 

l.,e she had no .dea vhat .t vasT Fut once she sn.ffed .tI she zeian to droolI 

assubedly azle to ba,e out the xa-ors conta.ned v.th.nT

?Kkio aheadIR ”.llov stabberedI eii.ni on the stranie i.rlT ?q was 

sa-.ni .t for by s.E.t doesnjt batterT ’ou can eat .t .f you vaER

Fefore ”.llov could e-en gn.sh her sentenceI “abanthajs zladekl.ned 

bav smread and tore the bufgn to shredsT “he de-oured the ent.re th.ni 

.n only tvo z.tesT Fefore ”.llov e-en ,nev vhat had hammenedI .t vas 

svallovedI and “abantha let out a ientleI bechan.cal vh.neI a,.n to a 

catjs mleased murrT “he tv.stedI momm.ni her zones as she stretched out her 

soreI zleed.ni l.bzsT

Any other dayI ”.llov vould ha-e dvelled on the zrutal d.sbebzerbent 

of the bufgnT Fut her concerns lay elsevhereI nabely on “abanthajs unk

countazle xesh voundsT “obe of theb seebed to Ou.-erI and zefore loniI 
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se-eral larie shards of ilass vere forc.ni the.r vay out of the i.rljs s,.nT 

phey vere albost st.tch.ni thebsel-es toietherD

”.llov caut.ously rose to her feetI mrobmt.ni a d.strustful irovl on 

“abanthajs endT

“he sOuea,ed and ram.dly va-ed her handsT ?!oI noD qjb not ionna 

hurt youD qER “he iulmedT ?’kyoujre huniryI r.ihtY qjb ionna io ba,e 

you sobeth.ni n.ce to eat T T T oko,ayYR

“abanthajs eyes d.dnjt zudieI zut her irovl.ni ceasedT “he falteredI 

slubm.ni zac, dovn aia.nst her rearT Fut as she satI she couldnjt helm 

zut zrea, eye contactT ;er sore buscles and st.ni.ni vounds relentlessly 

claved and zurnedT

”.llov sav her chance to runI and she too, .tT

“he smr.nted across the yard as fast as her leis vould allovT <-en soI she 

vas albost unazle to ,eem um v.th herselfI nearly tr.mm.ni se-eral t.besT

Pmon reach.ni the houseI she sv.ftly zounded um the r.c,ety old stemsT 

<ach slab of her feet sent a ca-alcade of iroan.ni crea,s throuihout 

the ai.ni frabe of the morchT “he Ou.c,ly turned and sho-ed her zac, 

um aia.nst the door so that she could face the zarnT “he vas mract.cally 

drenched v.th sveatT “he vas not only stressedI zut azsolutely lost and 

unsure vhere to e-en startT  “hould she call sobezodyY <-en .f she d.dI 

vhoY NoWanneY phe comsY

”.llovjs ner-es cooled as she iulmedT ?!o T T TR she bubzledI reach.ni 

zeh.nd her as she fubzled for the door,nozT “hejd seen enouih bo-.es to 

real.we that th.s seebed l.,e the tyme of s.tuat.on vhere sobeone vould 

cobe ta,e that i.rl avayT

“he s.ihedI lett.ni her heart steady as the autubn v.nd danced around 

herT qt rufxed her ha.r and zlev Just enouih out of her face for the sun to 

zl.nds.de herT “he sOu.nted and ra.sed her hand to sh.eld herself frob the 

l.iht zefore turn.ni to face .tT
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—eer.ni throuih her gniersI she uncobfortazly vh.bmeredT phe sun 

vas sett.niB .t vould ze dar, any b.nute novT

?“tum.d T  T  T  early sett.ni sunIR she buttered as her other hand conk

t.nued to search for the ,nozT ;er gniers desmerately ran um and dovn 

aia.nst the old vooden frabeT Fefore loni she found .tI and v.th an eaier 

tv.stI Jer,ed the door omenT

”.llov reluctantly turned to face the entranceT Fut she albost .bbek

d.ately reiretted .t as the nauseat.ni feel.ni of danier assa.led herT “he 

tv.sted zac, around and too, a sudden half stem .ns.deI eWmect.ni to see 

that i.rl stand.ni zeh.nd herT Fut she d.dnjtT phere vas noth.ni zut a 

dar,I Ou.et zarnT

”.llov stemmed zac, azout a footI Just enouih to clear the doorI then 

slabbed .t shutT “he mressed her zac, aia.nst .t and sl.d dovn to the 

xoorT Nest.ni her arbs on her ,neesI she sloved her zreaths as zest she 

could to a-o.d another asthba attac,T “he vas .ns.de novT phe house vas 

safeT !o one could hurt her .ns.deT

“he ra.sed her headI mutt.ni herself at meaceT “he forced herself to 

recall sobe calb.ni bebor.esT “he eyed the old sta.rs vhere her father 

vould freOuently chase her and NoWy vhen theyjd mlay taiT phe zeaut.ful 

ra.l.nis hejd assebzled h.bself vere her fa-or.te th.nis to sl.de dovnI 

e-en .f  hejd chast.sed her for .tT  “he s.ihed and rose zefore reach.ni 

um and Jer,.ni on a danil.ni mull str.niT phe l.iht Just azo-e the foyer 

x.c,ered and zuwwed to l.feI .llub.nat.ni the smaceT

?”hat vould you doI HadYR ”.llov softly burburedI ilanc.ni at the 

coat rac, zes.de the doorT phe tvo furthest hoo,s frob the door vere the 

only ones v.th Jac,ets on thebI thouih they vere ca,ed .n dustT

“he sl.d off her xannel and tossed .t aia.nst one of the -acant hoo,sT 

Neal.w.ni her zand sh.rt had cremt um her b.dr.ffI she mulled .t dovn as 

she zeian to val, offT
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?:hIR she sOuea,edI mer,.ni um as she real.wed shejd foriotten sobek

th.niT “he reached .nto the moc,ets of her xannelI gsh.ni unt.l she found 

her .nhalerI zefore Ou.c,ly stufgni .t .n her zac, moc,etT

“he ilanced off throuih an adJo.n.ni doorvayI star.ni r.iht .nto the 

,.tchenT A v.de sb.le stretched o-er her l.ms as she yan,ed a ha.r t.e off 

her vr.stT ?q ,nov eWactly vhat hejd doIR she bubzled to herself zefore 

afgW.ni her ha.r .n a bessy zunT

”.llov stemmed .nto the ,.tchen and mulled on yet another cordT phe 

roob zuwwed to l.feI and desm.te ze.ni sballI .t vas mac,ed to the zr.bT A 

vellkvorn vooden tazle surrounded zy cha.rs sat .n the centerI and aia.nst 

the vall Just zeh.nd .t vas a s.n,T Kently sandv.ched zetveen .t and a 

sto-etom o-en vas a b.crova-eI the only th.ni she ,nev hov to coo, v.thT

As her lunis cont.nued to crac,leI t.c,l.ni the zac, of her throat and 

zec,on.ni her to couihI she too, a shallov zreathT ?”hate-er the hell she 

.s T T  TR she vheewed and cleared her throatT ?“he needs helmIR she sa.dI 

stemm.ni um to the counter and meer.ni out the v.ndovT “he could Just 

zarely see the shadovkshrouded entrance of the zarnT

?“hejs Just a l.ttle i.rlIR ”.llov frovnedI rest.ni a hand aia.nst her chest 

.n an effort to stom .t frob Oua,.niT ?q th.n, T T TR

Kra-el crac,ed zeneath the vheels of a rusty old stat.on vaion as .t mulled 

.nto the dr.-evayT qt c.rcled unt.l the rear of the -eh.cle faced the closed 

iaraie doorT After a fev secondsI the door rose and the car slovly zac,ed 

.ns.deT phe eni.ne smuttered to a Ou.et halt as the ,ey vas mulledT As the 

dr.-erjs door svuni omenI the rusted betal of the anc.ent -eh.cle cr.ed out 

v.th aieT
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A voban vear.ni a ,neeklenith zlac, coat stemmed frob .tI Ou.-er.ni .n 

the cold as she let out a b.sty eWhale .nto the freew.ni a.rT phe varb autubn 

day had zeen de-oured zy a fr.i.d n.ihtT

“he nudied the door shut v.th her h.m and stemmed out of the iaraieT “he 

mushed dovn on a rebote .n her hand and then sho-ed .t .n her moc,et as 

the iaraie door zeian to closeT ”.th each stemI the larie iold hooms danil.ni 

frob her ears J.niled azoutT Fut as she ammroached the morchI they verenjt 

the only th.nis that il.ttered .n the l.ihtT phe heels add.ni eWtra .nches to her 

he.iht sh.bbered zr.ihter than anyth.ni else she voreI as thouih she vere 

vear.ni d.sco zalls on her feetT

“he sobevhat resebzled ”.llov zut vas s.in.gcantly older and albost a 

foot and a half tallerT

Lust vhen she vent to ascend the x.bsy stemsI the front door xev omen as 

”.llov cabe Jett.son.ni dovn the stems mast herT ;er studded zoots clozk

zered aia.nst the morch then the d.rt as she ran mastT ?;. NoWyD Fye NoWyDR 

she shouted v.th a full mlate of vhat seebed l.,e cobmlete chaos and a d.rty 

amron xomm.ni at her s.deT

NoWanne zl.n,edI remeatedly turn.ni her head to the door and zac, to her 

s.sterT ”.llov never coo,ed anyth.ni zut b.crova-eazle frowen foodT

?”haEheyD ”.llovDYR NoWanne called out as her younier s.ster woobed 

.nto the zarnT ?”hat are youER she startedI zut zy the t.be she could e-en 

as, anyth.niI ”.llov had already d.sammearedT

?AhIR NoWanne s.ihed and lovered her hands zac, to her s.deT ?qjb too t.red 

for th.sIR she butteredI sha,.ni her head as she mroceeded to ruz her eyesT “he 

slovly entered and cur.ously bade her vay .nto the ,.tchen to see Just vhat 

”.llovI of all meomleI had zeen do.ni .n thereT

“he nearly fa.ntedT

phe ,.tchen vas dabn near destroyedT qt loo,ed as thouih a tornado had 

zlovn throuih .tI folloved zy a torrent of hand irenadesT phere vere countk
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less d.shes m.led .n the s.n,I zurnt food .n the trashI and sm.lled coo,.ni o.l 

b.Wed v.th season.nis all o-er the countertomT

?”hat T T T the T T T fuc,D ”.llovDR NoWanne shr.e,edT “he stobmed out as 

Ou.c,ly as she could .n her heels to chase after her s.zl.niT

?;eyI ,.dDR ”.llov called out as she rounded the shel-esT ?q zrouiht you 

sobeER

“he iasmed and nearly drommed the mlateT phe i.rl vas ioneT

?”kvhatDYR ”.llov cr.edI stobm.ni o-er to the smot vhere shejd left the 

i.rlT ?q ,nov qjb not crawyDR she vh.nedI t.ihten.ni her gniers aia.nst the 

mlateT phe vood vas st.ll crac,edI her zoo, zai vas st.ll ebmt.edI zut the i.rl 

vas b.ss.niT

“he sOuea,ed as a bo.stI varb zreath suddenly rolled o-er the zac, of 

her nec,T “he Ou.c,ly m.-oted and turned aroundI only to beet eyes v.th her 

-.s.torT

“abantha vas danil.ni ums.de dovnI hani.ni l.,e a zat on one of the 

vallkbounted rac,sT “he svayed sl.ihtlyI susmended zy her tvo loverbost 

tendr.ls vh.le the ummer tvo droomed dovnI the zlades Just zarely ho-er.ni 

o-er the iroundT

”.llov Ou.-eredI star.ni .nto the i.rljs freshly lub.nous eyesT phat bufgn 

bust ha-e recharied her zatter.es at least sobevhatT “he iulmedI m.nch.ni 

the mlate t.ihtly as “abanthajs dram.ni loc,s softly z.lloved frob the .ncobk

.ni draftT “he couldnjt iet a read on herI there vas no ebot.onI Just a zlan, 

stare T T T l.,e she vas ze.ni ozser-edT

”.llov sha,.ly ra.sed her handI va-.ni iently .n a feezle attebmt to h.de 

her fearT ?;kh.IR she cho,ed outI try.ni her hardest not to sl.m .nto another 
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asthba attac,T ?q zrouiht you sobeth.ni to T  T  T  eatYR “he shudderedI 

stemm.ni zac, and hold.ni out the mlate of b.sbatched foodT

“abantha ilared at the mlateT qt conta.ned carrotsI zroccol.I ch.c,enI 

and moorly s,.nned motatoesI all co-ered .n halfkbelted shredded cheeseT 

“he sn.ffed the a.rI  assess.ni the -ar.ous arobas ebanat.ni frob the 

d.shT qt loo,ed a bessI zut the drool dr.mm.ni frob her bouth suiiested 

she vasnjt azout to ze m.c,yT

?ph.s .s for T  T  T  beYR “abantha as,ed .n d.szel.efI  smea,.ni for the 

grst t.be .n hoursT ;er -o.ce vas rasmy and coarseB she sounded Just as 

eWhausted as she loo,edT

?’eahYR ”.llov sa.d cur.ouslyI eas.ni um after gnally hear.ni the i.rl 

smea,T ?q sa.d qjd iet you sobeth.niT q ,nov .tjs mrozazly not that ioodT 

qj-e ne-er actually coo,ed anyth.ni zeforeI zutER

“abantha ,.c,ed her leis zac,I hurl.ni herself to an umr.iht mos.t.onT 

:nce steadyI she tv.sted to face ”.llov and her tendr.ls released the.r 

hold on the shelfT “he drommed to her feetI h.tt.ni the iround crouched 

v.th the i.rth of an eni.neT

“he caut.ously roseI eye.ni ”.llov the ent.re t.beI thouih that only 

bade the farb i.rl  bore ner-ousT  “he retreated .nvardI mull.ni her 

shoulders close and loo,.ni avayT phouih the i.rl vas sballI she bade 

”.llov feel sballerT

“abanthajs shoulders slubmed e-er so sl.ihtly as she v.tnessed the 

terror stebb.ni frob ”.llovT “he seebed albost d.sammo.nted zy .tT Fut 

nonethelessI she l.fted her zloody gniers and irazzed hold of the mlateI 

no douzt feel.ni ”.llovjs trebzles transferr.ni throuih the morcela.nT

“abantha Ou.etly mulled the mlate frob ”.llovjs irasm and zac,ed .nto 

a cornerT “he drommed to her rear and crossed her leisI zefore analyw.ni the 

mlate once boreT “he held .t umI and her eyes cascaded a th.c, red hawe o-er 

the contentsT phe d.scolor.ni cr.bson bade .t bore d.fgcult for her to d.sk
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cern vhat vas vhatI zut vhat she d.d ,nov vas that e-en .f .t vas utterly 

horrendousI .t vas st.ll sustenance that she desmerately neededT

:ne of her tendr.ls sl.thered frob zeneath her arb and held a zlade Just 

o-er the mlateT phe t.m of .ts s.c,le sun, .nto one of the carrotsI cl.c,.ni aia.nst 

the morcela.n as .t mo,ed throuihT qt tv.stedI ra.s.ni the carrot um for her to 

.nd.-.dually .nsmect .tT “he sn.ffed .t then marted her serrated bav once aia.nT 

phouih .nstead of shredd.ni .t to m.ecesI her Jav xeWedI and v.th a momI the 

sharm rov of teeth .bbed.ately recededT

”.llov stared .n aston.shbent as “abanthajs merfectly stra.ihtenedI 

mearly vh.te teeth re-ealed thebsel-esT phey vere nearly xavless and had 

zeen h.dden the ent.re t.be zeh.nd such a fr.ihten.ni set of zladesT

“abantha ,n.t her zrovs and eWhaled sharmly zefore i.-.ni ”.llov an 

.rr.tatedI ?”hatYR

?!oth.niD !oth.niTR ”.llov va-ed her hands defens.-elyI try.ni her zest 

not to stareT

“abantha huffed and marted her l.ms once boreT “he mlaced the carrot .n 

her bouth and closed her l.ms around the zlade zefore slovly draii.ni the 

t.m of the scythe outT “he z.t dovnI and after feel.ni the softened -eietazle 

sml.t .n half zetveen her teethI she svallovedT phat seebed to ze all the 

congrbat.on she neededT

pvo bore of her tendr.ls snuc, the.r vay o-er her shoulders and mroceeded 

to m.erce and scoom um bore of the foodT “he sho-eled .t .nto her bouthI teark

.ni throuih the Ouest.onazle d.sh l.,e a star-.ni doiT Hesm.te her -orac.ous 

ammet.teI she d.dnjt iet buch of .tI .f anyI on herT

”.llov caut.ously sat dovn only a fev feet frob “abanthaT

qn resmonseI “abantha stommed chev.ni and svalloved her larie bouthk

ful .n a s.nile iulmT “he uneas.ly eyed ”.llovI vant.ni to ba.nta.n her ovn 

smaceT Fut see.ni as the farb i.rl vasnjt iett.ni any closerI she Ou.c,ly rek

turned to feast.niT
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?’oujre eat.ni l.,e you ha-enjt had anyth.ni .n vee,sIR ”.llov notedT

?phatjs zecause q ha-enjtIR “abantha smatI b.dkbouthfulT “he svalloved 

a second t.be and let out a deemly mleased s.ihT “he set the ebmty mlate on 

the d.rt and mroceeded to ir.nd her teeth toiether as she closed her eyesT “he 

let out a ser.es of d.scobforted iroans as her buscles zeian to suztly tv.tchT

?”hatjs vroniYR ”.llov as,ed softlyI frovn.ni as she ra.sed her handsI 

.tch.ni to reach out and helmT ?q d.dnjt ba,e you s.c,I d.d qYR

“abantha d.dnjt ansver and berely stuc, out her left arbT pvo of her 

tendr.ls sl.thered around then t.ihtly Jer,ed the arb zac,T A nasty mom folk

loved as a bass.-e m.ece of xa, and se-eral shards of ilass albost launched 

frob her shoulderT “he irovled frob the .rr.tat.on and released her arb 

zefore slabb.ni .t aia.nst the vallT Uore of the old vood snammed off albost 

.nstantly frob the .bmactI so aied that l.,ely a iust of v.nd too stroni vould 

send the vhole vall tubzl.ni dovnT

”.llov Jubmed at the outzurst zut Ou.c,ly real.wed that vasnjt the only 

th.ni r.s.ni frob zeneath “abanthajs s,.nT As the b.nuscule yet countless 

shards fell frob her zodyI sball traces of zlood follovedI drav.ni th.n l.nes 

dovn her s,.n unt.l the b.croscom.c vounds mulled shutT

?;ov are you do.ni thatYR ”.llov as,ed cur.ouslyT

?Good helmsIR “abantha t.redly burburedT “he vent to ruz her eyes v.th 

her zru.sed and scramed gniersI zut dec.ded aia.nst .tI ha-.ni smotted e-en 

bore ilass ebzedded v.th.n her handsT “he then held her r.iht hand off to 

the s.de and clenched her teeth toietherT “he bustj-e ,novn .t vas io.ni to 

hurtT

“he t.ihtly sOueewed her hand .nto a gst and let out a h.ss.ni cry as her s,.n 

sOuelchedT “e-eral xeshkrend.ni crunches folloved as the ilass vas forced 

out of her gniersI malbI and ,nuc,lesT qt tore throuih her and hurt as thouih 

shejd Just stuc, her hand .n a furnaceT phe ilass cr.n,led .nto a gne dust as 

.t fell to the iroundI lea-.ni the hand clean zut zloodyT “he shoo, her hand 
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sl.ihtly as .f  try.ni to va-e avay the st.ni.ni echoes the act had left 

zeh.ndT Fut after only a bobentI she held out her ommos.ni hand and 

remeated the mrocessT

?=k,.dI hovjd you ta,e T T T this buch dabaieIR ”.llov .nOu.redI loo,.ni 

um to a-o.d see.ni “abanthajs zlood.ed handsT

?SamanthaIR “abantha h.ssed zefore lean.ni zac, aia.nst the crubk

zl.ni vallT ?Uy nabe .s SamanthaIR she re.teratedI gnally azle to ruz her 

eyes v.th her sta.ned gniersT

?qkqjb sorryT q should ha-e as,edIR ”.llov stabberedI fr.ihtened at 

the mrosmect of umsett.ni the zladekclad ch.ldT

“abantha noted ”.llovjs fear a second t.be and zac,ed offT  “he 

loo,ed dovn at her lamI softly ruzz.ni her gniers toiether .n a -a.n 

attebmt to clean thebT ?q escamedT phatjs hovIR she sa.dT

?”hatYR ”.llov sat um stra.ihtT ?<scamed frob vhoDYR “he mr.edI ?qs 

.t the meomle vho T T  TR “he ilanced at “abanthajs zac,I star.ni at the 

betall.c tendr.ls stebb.ni frob zeneath her shredded sh.rtT

?purned be .nto thisYR “abantha huffedI sh.ft.ni deemer .nto the cork

ner .n a feezle attebmt to h.de her tendr.lsT ?’eahT And they d.d everything 

they could to ,eem be thereIR she stated vh.le zend.ni her left arb to 

re-eal a larie m.ece of shramnel ebzedded v.th.n her elzovT

”.llov ir.baced .n d.siust as she smotted the irotesOue mrotrus.onT 

“he couldnjt helm zut frovn as she vatched “abantha struiile to mull .t 

outT ?Met be helmIR ”.llov hast.ly offeredT

“abantha sh.ftedI a z.t ammrehens.-e at the mrosmectI thouih her susk

m.c.ons vere dashed once she bet ”.llovjs eyesT “he had susmected .tI 

zut there vas truly no bal.ce or anier .n ”.llovT All that sh.ned throuih 

vas her concern and a ienu.ne v.ll.niness to helmT
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As her iuard vas ch.mmed atI she released her sl.mmery ir.m on the mrotruk

s.on and ra.sed her elzov um h.iherT ?—lease Just yan, .t out as fast as you 

canTR

”.llov nodded and iently irazzed hold of “abanthajs arb v.th her soft 

handsT :ne sl.d dovn to her elzov and m.nched the least Jaiied edie of the 

mrotrus.onT “he then ilanced um as .f va.t.ni for sobe ,.nd of s.inal frob the 

i.rlT

“abantha had already ir.tted her teethI mremar.ni for the .ne-.tazle ma.n 

that r.mm.ni .t out vould causeT ?Lust do .tIR she seethedT

”.llov not.ced that “abantha had zeiun trebzl.niT A ientle sb.le amk

meared zac, on her l.msI and she felt all her fears vash avayT qf “abantha vas 

Just as eas.ly scaredI she couldnjt ze all that zadT ?Honjt tense um l.,e thatTR

“abanthajs face scrunched as ”.llov smo,eT “he then meeled one eye omen 

and stared at ”.llov .n confus.onT ?;uhYR

?<yes on beI “abIR ”.llovjs -o.ce strubbed l.,e a luteT “he released her 

hold on “abanthajs arb and ra.sed that hand to cum her d.rtksbeared chee,T 

?Heem zreathsIR she vh.smeredT

“abanthajs iuard deter.orated as .f ”.llov had munched a hole stra.iht 

throuih .tT ;er Jav eased umI and her eyes fully omenedT “he ammeared bore 

confused zy the iesture than anyth.niI zut .t vas enouih of a d.stract.on to 

mro-.de a bobentary azatebent frob the ma.nT ;er labms sh.bberedI and 

zefore loniI the aiiress.-e cr.bson stranil.ni her eyes fadedT phey Ou.c,ly 

returned to the.r naturalI zeaut.ful s,y zlue colorI and for a bobentI she felt 

at meaceT

A sharmI sudden tv.nie m.nched her elzovI ba,.ni her v.nce and Jer, zac, 

her arbT As “abantha ilanced dovnI a shoc,ed muff of a.r zlev mast her l.msT 

phe shramnel vas ioneT

”.llov rebo-ed her hand frob “abanthajs chee,I and v.th the otherI 

she held um the xa,T ?N.iht hereIR she sa.dI xaunt.ni the scram zetveen her 
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gniersT “he rolled .t aia.nst her malb and x.c,ed .t v.th her b.ddle gnierI 

launch.ni .t off .nto the dar,ness of the zarnT ?phat vasnjt so zadI vas 

.tYR

“abanthajs .nst.ncts albost zec,oned her to sho-e ”.llov avayT phe 

concern and care of another .nd.-.dual vas as al.en to her as e-eryth.ni 

else shejd encountered that born.niT Fut she relentedI her face scrunchk

.ni as she ilanced off zefore burbur.niI ?!o T T T .t vasnjtTR

;er tebmorary bobent of relaWat.onI hove-erI  vas albost .bbek

d.ately undone as e-ery buscle .n “abanthajs zody seebed to Jolt .n 

resmonse to a seb.kd.stant shr.e,T

NoWanne had cobe to .n-est.iate ”.llovjs stranie zeha-.or and chask

t.se her for ozl.terat.ni the ,.tchen zut .nstead had un.ntent.onally 

stubzled across the ma.rT  “he vas terr.gedI sha,.ni .n her heelsI  and 

clutch.ni a zroob to her chestT ?”.llovD Kkiet avay fkfrob .tIR she stabk

bered fearfullyT ;er gniers curled around the handle e-en t.ihter as she 

bade a moor attebmt to ammear threaten.ni zy zrand.sh.ni .tT

PnfortunatelyI “abantha oz-.ously felt threatenedI snarl.ni as she 

rose to a ,neeT ;er face tv.tched sl.ihtly and dovn descended her daik

ierbouthI clabm.ni o-er and h.d.ni avay her mearly vh.tesT “hejd Just 

iotten out of one corner and vasnjt azout to iet zac,ed .nto anotherT

?NoWyI stomDR ”.llov cr.ed outT “he scrabzled to her feet and stemmed 

zetveen thebI st.c,.ni her arbs out mrotect.-elyT

?”hat T T T the hell T T T .s thatDYR NoWanne vheewedI sha,.ni as she cluni 

to the zroobT

?“hejsER ”.llov ilanced zac,I vatch.ni as “abantha struiiled to 

stay umr.ihtT “he could feel her concernT ;a-.ni zeen azandoned zefore 

.n her t.be of needI ”.llov vasnjt azout to .nx.ct that on anyoneT ?“hejs 

by fr.endI and youjre scar.ni herDR she cr.ed outT
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?“kscar.ni herY q ha-e a zroob and she has T T TR NoWannejs face irev male 

as she smotted the zlades fastened to the ends of the tv.st.ni tendr.lsT ?q 

donjt e-en ,nov vhat those areDR NoWanne cr.ed outI mo.nt.ni at herT

?NoWanneDR ”.llov zar,ed .n an attebmt to fully snai her s.sterjs attenk

t.onT

phe voban held her zreathI and her ir.m loosened martlyT ”.llov had 

ne-er smo,en to her l.,e that zeforeT

”.llovjs eyes softened and her shoulders slubmed forvardT “he iesk

tured zac, at “abantha vh.le frovn.ni at her s.sterT ?“hejs Just a ,.dT T T TR

NoWannejs eyes reluctantly darted zetveen the ma.rT  <ach t.be she 

-.eved “abanthaI another layer vas str.mmed avayI unt.l all she sav vas 

a fr.ihtened l.ttle i.rl co-ered .n cutsI scramesI and zru.ses vho vas zarely 

azle to ,eem herself umr.ihtT

?“hejs T T T zleed.niIR NoWanne relentedT

?—leaseI NoWyI she needs our helmIR ”.llov zeiiedT

?”ellIR NoWanne sOu.rbed sl.ihtly at ”.llovjs mlea and set the zroob 

as.deT ?Guc,IR she s.ihed and cleared her throatT “he cont.nued trebzl.niI 

bull.ni o-er her omt.ons as she felt ”.llovjs zeady eyes zeat dovn on herT 

“he turned avay and s.ihed zefore fully i.-.ni .nT ?Fr.ni her .ns.deTR

”.llovjs  deband.ni  facade  crubzled  at  NoWannejs  sudden  turnk

aroundT ?qENeallyYR

?’esIR NoWanne sa.d reluctantlyI ?zut donjt let her touch anyth.niI o,ayY 

qjb io.ni to run a zath for herT “hejs far frob cleanTR “he huffedT ?And that 

doesn’t eWcuse the bess you bade .n the ,.tchenDR “he declaredI ?Fr.ni her 

.ns.de and clean that um zefore q ha-e a ner-ous zrea,dovnTR

?pkthan, youI NoWyD qjll clean .t um r.iht avayDR ”.llov zeabedI her 

.ntoW.cat.ni sb.le return.ni to her l.msT

NoWanne ia-e a t.red sb.le to her s.sterI and a hes.tantI caut.ous stare 

tovard “abanthaI zefore stemm.ni zac, tovard the houseT
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:nce NoWanne vas ioneI “abantha .bbed.ately crubmled and fell zac, 

aia.nst the vallT

”.llov Ou.c,ly turned and hurr.ed o-erI crouch.ni dovn to “abanthajs 

le-el and latch.ni onto herT ?Are you o,ayYR

?p.redIR “abantha bubzled as her Jav mommed and her teeth retractedT

?”ell letjs iet you .ns.de and cleaned umI alr.ihtYR

“abantha nodded zefore sl.ihtly sn.c,er.ni and beet.ni ”.llovjs iaweT 

?’our s.sterjs outgt loo,s r.d.culousTR

”.llov couldnjt helm zut sb.leT ?phat ve can zoth airee onTR





Chapter Four

Bonnie Saturn

“I  can’t believe this!” Diana roared as she slammed her undamaged 

,st against the boardroom tablep causing fens and fafers to shi.t 

about its sur.aceS khe then slumfed bacA into her chair and fulled her 

arm bacA be.ore resting her head against her falmS

T .rustrated groan le.t her lifs as her shouting strained the stitches 

holding together her cheeAS whe ,ngers o. her bandaged arm tyitched 

slightlE as remnant shocAs o. its breaAage surged throughout it desfite 

the high dosage o. morfhine she’d taAen earlierS

ktanding beside the commanderp  -mma Winched at  her outburstp 

though she didn’t ,nd it unreasonableS Ts .ar as theE both Aneyp kamanL

tha had been deadp at least until that morningS “I don’t understand it 

eitherp ma’amp” she said yith conWiction as she flaced her hand ufon her 

suferior’s shoulderS

“khe diedS I  say itp” Diana snarledp shooting a sideyaEs glance at 

-mmaS “Oe both say itS”

-mma hesitantlE noddedS

“Hast fucking Nctoberp” Diana sfat as angrE as her uni.orm yas manL

gledS khe had taAen her vest and her caf o.. and laid them on the tableS 

xer shirt yas yrinAled and untucAedp and her sleeves yere torn and 

bloodES “what little monster yas ,lled yith enough holes to sinA a boatp” 

she lamentedp staring doyn at the mahoganE sur.aceS
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-mma gulfedp recalling the daE clear as a bellS khe could .ullE understand 

Diana’s .rustrationS qo matter hoy much she thought it overp she couldn’t 

,nd a single loofhole .or hoy kamantha could have possibly survivedS

“Tnd Eetp” Diana groyledp “ye lost even more men to a threat that shouldn’t 

have even been alive!”

“It’s S S S” -mma syalloyedp choosing her nezt yords care.ullEp “not the 

child’s .aultp DianaS”

“I Anoyp” Diana mutteredp “it’s hisS”

-mma gasfed as though Diana’s yords alone had shoved her o.. balL

anceS khe rafidlE glanced around then leaned in over Diana be.ore tightlE 

sKueejing her shoulderS “?LAeef Eour voice doynp” she .right.ullE yhisferedp 

unsure i. anEone yas listening through the camera mounted Yust above the 

entranceS

“whis defressing little joo he .osters onlE ezists to cause froblemsp” Diana 

declared and syatted -mma’s hand ayaES “I don’t care yhat he hearsS xe 

Anoys damn yell hoy I .eel about this flaceS”

-mma gulfedp grimacing as she stood in silenceS

“Tnd noyp ye have to clean uf the messS His  messS” whe commander 

sighedp leaning bacA into the groaning leather and closing her tired eEesS 

“xave Eou alerted themG” she inKuiredS

“whe sKuads Eou reKuestedG Besp ma’amp” -mma con,rmedp glancing doyn 

at her yatchS “wheE’re due in a .ey minutesS”

“CoodS Oe need to move KuicAlE i. ye’re going to ,nd her be.ore anE real 

damage is donep” Diana notedS “Ntheryise our Yob yill be ten times harderS”

-mma yas .ullE offosed to yhat theE yere doingp struggling to even Aeef 

a straight .ace as she thought o. hunting a childS where yas no yaE it yould 

end yell .or anEonep but she either couldn’t or wouldn’t ezfress thatS where 

had to be some yaE she could interveneS Mut maEbe she needed someone else’s 

helfS
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“Ohat i. S S S” she startedp syi.tlE raising her headS “Ohat i. I could get 

Monnie to helf usG”

Diana blinAed in disbelie.p sitting bacA uf and tyisting in her chairS “qumL

ber keventeenG” she Kuestioned yith a raised broyS “ko Eou yant to release 

more o. his fetsG” she grumbledp flacing her hand on the table and fushing 

hersel. to her .eetS

“Bou Anoy ,rsthand Yust hoy smart she isS khe’s not violentp relativelE 

sfeaAingp and she yas the onlE one that could reign in kam and Marricade!” 

-mma froclaimedS

Diana slumfed her shoulders and sighedS “Ohat’s Eour fointG”

“khe could helf us ,nd herp maEbe yithout anE more bloodshed!” -mma 

arguedp yalAing to the le.t side o. the tablep yhich yas nearest to the doorS

“Tnd release a second froblemS”

“khe’s the Nrfhan yho’s caused us the least amount o. froblemsp in .actp 

I don’t thinA she’s ever caused us issues!” -mma ezclaimedp flanting her 

hands on the tableS “I’ll Aeef her cu..ed to mEsel. i. I have top” she con,dentlE 

statedS “Oe don’t have manE oftionsp Pommanderp” she declaredp staring 

headstrong at DianaS

Diana turned bacA to .ace the table as she thought it overS “NAaEp” she 

reluctantlE statedS “Mutp” she belloyedp “Eou Aeef her on a tight .ucAing leashp 

understoodG”

“Besp ma’am!” -mma noddedp fleased that her yish had been grantedS

“In.orm her and get her readES I’ll let ;azimilian AnoyS”

“whanA Eoup” -mma beamedp sloffilE saluting her commander be.ore ezL

iting the roomS

qot long a.ter the blonde steffed ayaEp the boardroom began to ,ll yith 

chattering Eet sternL.aced agentsS

Diana sighedp straightening her fosture and flacing her uninYured arm 

behind her bacA as she yatched them ,le inS Ts much as she yould have 
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yanted to restp the debrie,ng yas more imfortantS kleef yas a luzurE that 

yould liAelE remain elusive in the coming daEsS

-mma hastilE glided through the halls o. metal and concreteS -ach room she 

fassed yas housed in modular hall segmentsp sefarated on either end bE 

largep inactive blast doorsS Mut yith each dooryaE she steffed throughp she 

graduallE sloyed as a thought that had been KuietlE nagging her grey louderS 

khe stoffed and turned bacA as a sudden and con.using revelation strucA herS

whe caftain steffed a .ey faces bacA into one o. the hallyaE segmentsS 

khe stoffed right be.ore the door that led into kamantha’s cellS It yas strange 

hoy she nor anE o. the other agents had noticed her having ever been reL

turned to the cell a.ter being gunned doynS In .actp to herp there yere a lot o. 

strange things about the yhole situationS

-mma curiouslE looAed bacA and .orth betyeen the segment’s blast doorL

yaEsS khe affroached the one to her rightp the one that led doyn to the YuncL

tion in yhich the generator ying laES 1ressing her hand against the .ramep she 

ran her ,ngers along the .rigidp smooth steel yhile looAing .or anEthing that 

yas obviouslE amissS T.ter ,nding nothingp she feeAed into the sflits lining 

the door Yamb that the fanels tucAed ayaE intoS qone o. it yas damaged9 it 

yas liAe kamantha had Yust yalAed right through the emftE dooryaES “OhE 

didn’t these stof herG” she saidp voicing her thoughts out loudS

khe reached under her armp grabbing the incident ,le she’d Aeft tucAed 

beneath it be.ore feeling it ofenS khe then si.ted through it until she came 

across a damage refortS khe slid her ,nger over it until reaching the bullet 

foints detailing the frofertE damageS whe xallyaE 7— blast doors yeren’t on 

that listS In .actp nothing in xallyaE 7— had been damagedS
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khe looAed uf .rom the notes and insfected the .rameS where yasn’t even 

a scratch on itS kamantha trulE had Yust S S S yalAed throughS “wheE S S S didn’t 

go o..S”

-mma’s thoughts yere abruftlE interrufted as radio chatter sfouted .rom 

her chestS khe listened .or a moment but KuicAlE sighed and rolled her eEes 

as it yas merelE some o. the loyerLranA sKuads announcing an ongoing shi.t 

changeS

khrugging o.. her susficionsp she made her yaE through tyo more hall 

segmentsS khe came to a door yith the number 7V on its sur.aceS khe grasfed 

her lanEard .rom around her necA and flunged it into the entrance terminal 

until it illuminated a bright greenS

“-verE timep everE damn time!” an aKuaLhaired yoman yith a fizie cut 

ranted .rom yithin Yust as the door fulled ofenS

“Dearp Eou’ve never beaten her at chessS In .actp Eou’ve never even come 

closeS OhE yould it be di..erent this timeG” a yellLendoyed blonde yith 

rectangular red glasses chirfedS

“I thought I ,gured her out! I thought I had the strategE!” the fizie cut 

yhinedS

“-rEnF” the blonde snicAeredS “Bou’ve said that a dojen timesS”

“Tnd everE time she sees through itp ?ellE!” -rEn groanedp angrilE crossing 

her arms and leaning against the yallS

“Besp butF” ?ellE startedp noticing -mma standing in the dooryaES Oith 

a gentle smilep she yaved the hand not clinging to her clifboardS “xellop ;sS 

1ierceS”

“Ohat haffenedG” -mma smirAedS “Did -rEn get yhacAed in Phess bE 

Monnie againG”

“Ip uhp” -rEn .rojeS khe then crossed her arms in a hu.. and stucA her nose 

in the airS “It yas a tight match! I could have yon i.F”

“It yas a landslidep” ?ellE chucAledS “Monnie didn’t even lose a faynS”
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-rEn Winchedp as though her fartner maE have Yust as yell shot herS “Bou’re 

suffosed to bacA me uf!” she criedS

“what’d be lEingp -rEnp” ?ellE retortedp adYusting her glassesS

“Beahp but lEing .or Eour yi.e isn’t lEingp it’s S S S stretching the truthp” -rEn 

saidS

“what’s still lEingp” -mma chimedS

“YouF” -rEn snaffed and bit her lif yhile ,ddling yith her several blacA 

hoof earringsS khe ezhaledp calming hersel. be.ore leering at -mmaS “Ohat 

do Eou yant anEyaEG”

“I’m here to see Monniep” -mma ezflainedS

“Thp o. course Eou areS” -rEn laughed be.ore smuglE grinningS “;E Monnie 

isp obviouslEp the best out o. all the other NrfhansS I can see yhE Eou’d yant 

to S S S” khe trailed o.. as ?ellE Yabbed her in the sideS

“Ohat .orG” ?ellE friedS

-mma then ground her teeth together and averted her gajeS It looAed liAe 

the small talA yas alreadE overS “It’s S S S because o. last night’s incidentS”

“IncidentG” ?ellE cocAed a broyS “whe Nrfhan that escafed last nightG”

“Bes S S S” -mma saidS

“;ust’ve been one tough little bastardp” -rEn commented yhile cracAing 

her AnucAlesS “wore through Uictor kKuad liAe theE yere nothing .rom yhat I 

read in the refortS”

“Besp though S S S” ?ellE sfoAep feering doyn and li.ting a .ey fages uf o.. 

her clifboardp “theE omitted the Nrfhan’s designation S S S sop do ye not even 

Anoy yho it yasG”

“what’s S S S the thingp” -mma said reluctantlES “Oe dop but S S S” khe cleared 

her throatS “Bou might yant to sit doyn .or this onep ?ellES”

“OhEG” ?ellE cocAed an eEebroyS

“Mecause Eou might not S S S taAe it all that yellS”

“kfill the beansp muscle Kueenp” -rEn YeeredS “Oho yas itG”
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“qumber qineteenp” -mma grumbledS

-rEn’s smugness yas immediatelE yifed o.. her .ace at the mere mentionS 

“MLbut that’sp” she began to stammer as she looAed toyard her yi.eS

?ellE stared ahead as her bright emerald eEes shimmeredS “what’s S S S 

kam’s numberp” she mumbledp loyering her headS khe began to shaAe slightlEp 

groying fale as she nervouslE ,ddled yith her yedding ringS

T.ter noticing her yi.e’s distressp -rEn steffed uf beside ?ellE and frotecL

tivelE drafed her arms around the slightlE taller yomanS “what’s not .unnEp 

-mmap” she sfatp leering at -mma againS

“It’s S S S” -mma sighedp “anEthing but a YoAeS I say her mEsel.S khe yas 

standing right in .ront o. meS”

“Mullshit!” -rEn blurtedS “Oe all Anoy that kamanthaF” she startedp freL

fared to sfout o..p hoyeverp she managed to brieWE throttle hersel.S HiAelE to 

avoid ufsetting ?ellEp yho had begun breathing shalloylE yhile staring at 

the Woorp liAe she yas barelE even holding it togetherS

-rEn syalloyed drElE and loyered her voiceS “Oe all Anoy she isn’t S S S 

around anEmoreS”

-mma Wiffed ofen her .olderS khe fulled a frinted fhotografh .rom beL

neath a faferclif and held it out to themS “whis S S S yas one o. manE taAen 

.rom the securitE .eedS” khe sighedp “It’s her S S S”

?ellE let out a solemn yhimfer o. disbelie. as she tooA the fhotoS Plear as 

daE stood qumber qineteenp her Nrfhanp her kamanthaS khe looAed angrEp 

.rightenedp and comfletelE aloneS

khe ran her ,ngers over the imageS “kLkam S S S” she stammered outp looAing 

over kamantha’s neylE metallic .eaturesS “Ohat did he do to EouG”

“OhE yeren’t these in the refortG” -rEn grumbledp trEing her best not to 

stare at the fhotoS

“;azimilian onlE flaced them in the reforts that Diana’s handing out at 

the RSwSRS meeting about noyS”
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“xe would trE to hide thisp” -rEn grumbled be.ore glancing bacA uf at 

-mmap “Oait S S S” she startedp “that doesn’t ezflain yhE Eou’re here .or 

MonnieS” khe tooA a stef .oryardS “What do you want with her?” she hissedp 

frodding -mma’s chest Yust beloy her collarboneS

“Oe need her helfp” -mma yincedS “Oe’re under direct orders to locate 

and terminate qumber qineteenS”

“Ohat!G” -rEn barAedp WicAing her ,nger uf .rom -mma’s chest and fointL

ing in her .aceS “Bou can’t YustF I syear toF” she .umedp fracticallE bloying 

smoAe out o. her earsS

-mma frovided no resfonse and merelE shooA her head yith the slightest 

movementS xer eEes yere sorroy.ul but determinedS xer yords didn’t match 

her .royn in the slightestS

-rEn relented and cheyed at her lifp glancing behind -mma at the enL

trance cameraS khe sloylE noddedp seeming to understandS “Ohateverp” she 

remarAedp clearing her throatS “waAe her i. Eou need her S S S”

“1lease don’t hurt herp” ?ellE yhimfered be.ore being guided to her desA 

bE her yi.eS

-mma’s legs yobbled as she steffed uf to the doorS xiding her conWiction 

yas tazing and di.,cultS khe grey increasinglE faranoidp hofing that the fair 

had ficAed uf on her signalsp but also hofing that no one else hadS

khe tooA a deef breath and shaAilE crammed her AeEcard into the terminalp 

yaiting an everLincreasing eternitE .or it to ofenS whe longer she stood in 

silence listening to ?ellE’s distraught yhimfersp the .urther the blaje in her 

bellE burned yith furfoseS khe couldn’t let kamantha dieS khe wouldn’t let 

kamantha dieS

khe KuicAlE sliffed through the door into a narroy hall as it ofenedS Nnce 

insidep the door sealed behind her and a second Yust ahead o. her fulled ofenS

-mma raised her mitts beside her mouthp cuffing it as she steffed into the 

cellS “Monnie!” she called outp .orcing a smile to her lifsS
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T blonde girl drafed in a foncho the tinge o. diluted tangerines sat 

snuglE on a dilafidated metal bedS khe yas scouring the vanillaL.ragrant 

fages o. one o. manE aged booAs that surrounded herp all neatlE stacAed 

and organijed bE sije and lengthS

Monnie starAlE contrasted the drabp stoneLgraE cell  yith her stocAE 

blonde hair and grafeLcolored hoodie feeAing .rom beneath the fonchoS 

khe raised her head yith an inKuisitive eEe be.ore a beaming grin shone 

across her lifs ufon sfotting the caftainS

khe slammed the dustE tezt shut andp liAe magicp vanished in a tranL

sient blurS

-mma fartlE reeled at the sudden disaffearance o. the teenp her eEes 

darting around the concrete cage in a .ruitless e..ort to locate herS khe 

suddenlE Winched as the gentle WicA o. a ,nger strucA the bacA o. her 

headS khe then fivotedp ,nding the blonde standing Yust behind herS

Monnie’s fosture yas nearlE fer.ectS It yas straightp the tEfe acKuired 

.rom rigorous sel.LdisciflineS “Bou used to be able to fredict mE moveL

ments much better than thatp” she teasedS

-mma grinned and raised a handp flacing it on Monnie’s headS “Bou’re 

an adult noyS whe di..erence is night and daES” khe shimmied her hand 

aroundp ru.Wing the girl’s chinLlength golden locAsS “I heard hoy Eou 

decimated -rEn in chessS AgainS”

“wo be honestp it’s reallE not that hardp” Monnie snicAeredp glancing at 

a table beside themp yhich affeared to be hafhajardlE constructed .rom 

a roughlE cut sheet o. metalS Nn its sur.ace yas a chess boardp .reshlE 

flaEed and le.t at checAmateS

-mma snicAeredS khe’d hal. ezfected it to be WiffedS

“-verE time she’s about to maAe a move that she thinAs yill tif the game in 

her .avorp she gets a big dumb grin on her .acep among other thingsS khe has 
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.ar too manE tellsp” Monnie ezflainedp .olding her hands together in .ront 

o. her chestS “Tnd it helfs that she’s Yust S S S really bad at chessS”

“I’m imfressedS” -mma hummedp releasing a froud chucAleS “-ven with 

-rEn’s constant boastingp Eou alyaEs seem to ezceed mE ezfectationsS I 

don’t thinA she understands Yust hoy good that noggin o. Eours she brags 

about isS”

Monnie’s eEes maE verE yell have rolled onto the Woor as she released an 

amused sighS “xer heart is in the right flaceS khe Yust yants something to 

shoy o..S Ohich is ,neS Mut it’s not liAe I’m smart because I’m hereS I Yust 

afflE mEsel.S”

“I. Eour abilities yere based around Eour intelligencep Eou might’ve 

damn yell become the smartest ferson on the flanetp .or better or yorseS” 

-mma beamedS

“-hp” Monnie grimacedS “I couldn’t imagine a greater hellS”

-mma glanced around and cracAed a slE smirAS khe then covered her 

mouth be.ore KuietlE saEingp “I thought this flace yas suffosed to be hellS”

“It can bep at timesS Mut I’ve got S S S most o. yhat I need to be haffES 

MooAs Aeef me busES” Monnie grinned in resfonseS

“kop” she startedp having vanished be.ore affearing on the offosite 

side o. the tableS In a Washp the chessboard had been reset and flaced 

on the Woorp leaving the tabletof barrenS “Ohat yas the big commotion 

EesterdaEG” Monnie loyered hersel. doyn in the seatp crossing her legs 

once she satS

-mma’s throat clogged bacA uf as Eet another minimal moment o. 

resfite KuicAlE fassedS “what’s S S  S  actuallE yhE I’m hereS” khe dragged 

a chair outp the legs individuallE screeching as theE scrafed against the 

coarse concrete WoorS

“;ust’ve been badS I thinA I heard the generators bloy outp” Monnie stated 

and then tilted her head to the sidep causing her blonde strands to bounceS 
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“Mut I don’t reallE get yhE Eou’d bother talAing to me about itS Tren’t ye 

suffosed to Anoy as little about the .acilitE as fossibleG” she inKuiredS

“kam isn’t deadp” -mma blurted outp uncom.ortablE shi.ting in the seat as 

she avoided eEe contact yith MonnieS

Monnie’s gloying smile steadilE yiltedp .alling into a shocAed farting o. the 

lifs as her .ace Wushed yhiteS xer fufils chillinglE contracted as she leaned 

.oryardp fressing her falms against the tableS khe curled her ,ngersp scrafing 

her nails against the metal sur.ace be.ore hissingp “Don’t lie to meS”

-mma KuietlE shooA her head and met Monnie’s gajeS xer stare yas a.,rmL

ing but remorse.ulS

“Nh god S S S” Monnie ezhaledS xer fer.ect fosture rafidlE crumbled as she 

sanA into her chairS “khep” she clicAed her tongue and syalloyedp “diedS MarrE 

and IF Oe both sayF”

-mma fulled out the .olderp yhich yas froving to be rather use.ulp and 

droffed it on the tableS “Hast nightp the .acilitE had a critical foyer .ailureS 

where yas a bacAWoyp and kam’s magnetic restraints S S S deactivatedS” khe slid 

the .older across the tableS “xer cell yas the onlE one a..ected bE the surgeS”

“what’s S S S not fossibleS” Monnie’s ,nger hooAed the edge o. the .olderS “I. 

there yas an actual bacAWoyp it yould have a..ected more thanF”

khe rashlE tore the faferLcliffed fhotos .rom the .older and held them uf 

to her .aceS khe rafidlE glanced betyeen them onlE to groy morti,edp laEing 

them out and yatching them sfill due to the sheer number o. themS

Monnie rested her elboys against the tableS “khe tried to get ayaE S S S”

“khe did get ayaES” -mma sighedp nabbing one o. the fhotos and Wiffing 

it overS khe fulled a fen .rom her focAet and froceeded to yrite on the 

bacA o. the imageS “whe reason I’m here is our YobS” khe slid the fhoto bacA 

over toyard Monnie .ace doynS “Oe’re tasAed yith tracAing then terminating 

kamanthaS”

Monnie sKuinted and glanced doyn at the minuscule inAE scribblesS
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Monnie sat in silenceS khe seemed to be ,ghting the itching urge to nodp to 

smilep to blinAp to give anEthing ayaE that she even received a messageS khe 

cleared her throat and glanced to the sideS 1inching the fhoto betyeen her 

,ngersp she Wiffed it bacA over and so.tlE saidp “I understandS”

“CoodS I’ll be bacA laterS Bou’ll be coming yith -fsilon and meS” -mma rose 

to her .eetS khe slid the fhotos bacA into the .older be.ore scoofing it uf in 

her armsS Ts she yent to raise her headp Monnie suddenlE collided yith herp 

having leaned over the table to embrace herS

-mma sloylE recifrocated the hugp tightlE yraffing her arms around the 

blondeS “Oe’ll maAe it rightp” she yhisferedS

“where’s no use yasting mE breath yith semanticsS whe longer ye yaitp the 

longer ye dicA aroundp the more o. a froblem ye’re going to haveS” Diana 

sighedp finching the bridge o. her nose as she turned to .ace the groufS “Don’t 

assume this assignment is some ridiculous yild goose chaseS It isn’tS”

“Ohat S S S exactly haffenedp ma’amG” the Paftain o. Nmicronp Danica 

Parterp KueriedS

“qumber qineteen is alivep and she broAe containment last nightS”

whe air began to fer.orate yith sAeftical murmurs o. disbelie.S

“I. Eou have anE doubts about yhat I’ve saidp and yill continue to saEp” 

Diana began as she sloylE raised her damaged armS khe grimaced as she 

Wezed her ,ngers to foint at her .acial stitchesS “khe slashed mE .ace ofenp 

and almost tore mE .ucAing arm o..S”

Diana KuicAlE falmed the table yith her offosing hand as singeing bolts 

shot doyn her armS khe began to tyitchp holding in sharf curses and angrE 
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shoutsS whe fain yould taAe some getting used toS “Ts Eou’ll ,nd in the 

damage reforts I’ve frovided Eou S S S” she seethedp raising her head bacA 

ufS “Oe lost Bve men this morningS Uictor kKuad yas almost entirelE 

yifed outS”

“Ohat about Paftain Car,eldG” a yoman KueriedS

“Ohat about himG” Diana asAedS

“xe survived S S S rightG”

Diana glanced at herp recognijing the girl’s red hair and eEesS It yas the 

Col. member 1arAerp the girl yho’d handed over her shotgunS “Ts .ar as 

Eou need to be concernedp -van Car,eld doesn’t ezistS”

“Mut S S S” 1arAer nervouslE .roynedS “xe’s mE .riend! xe’s our .riendS 

Oe yant to Anoy yhatF” khe KuicAlE shut uf once she noticed Diana’s 

disfleased glareS

1arAer’s unfro.essionalism yasn’t amusing to Dianap esfeciallE noyS 

Mut at the verE leastp her concern yas understandableS “xe yas .ar too 

traumatijedp and inYuredp to return to serviceS” khe ezflainedp “xe yas 

given a high dosage o. ;emLqarcsp returned to his .amilEp and .ed a cover 

storES xe has no memorE o. his time hereS” khe Anit her broys togetherS 

“xe has no memorE o. youS”

1arAer’s eEes yidened a bit in shocAS khe obviouslE yanted to contest 

the commander’s yordsp but she Aney in those decisions she nor anEone 

else in the room had anE Yurisdiction to comflainS ko she merelE syalL

loyedp loyered her headp and decided to staE KuietS

Nnce satis,ed yith the silencep Diana continued onS “what’s not our 

onlE froblemp” she mutteredp sighing as she sanA bacA into her chairS 

“Paftain Caius is stable but in critical conditionS xis dominant hand has 

been made e..ectivelE uselessS xe yill not be Yoining us in the huntS”

whe members o. Col. then looAed at one another be.ore a Eoung man 

among them sfoAe uf8 “when yho yill lead Col.p PommanderG”
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“:ntil .urther notice S S S” Diana regret.ullE leered at 1arAerS “khe yill 

be Eour caftainS”

“;e!G” 1arAer sKueaAedp suddenlE sitting uf in her chair yith nearlE 

enough .orce to AnocA it overS

““utp” Diana assertedp “don’t get a big headS I haven’t got manE other 

oftions at the momentS Bou still .olloy ordersS Qegardless o. yhat the 

order isp Eou will ezecute itS”

1arAer gulfed as she refressed her urge to gloatS

“Do I maAe mEsel. clearG”

“Besp ma’amS” 1arAer noddedS

Diana ezhaled as she leaned bacA in the chair once againS “-fsilon S S S” 

she sighedS

Denise Mriars ferAed ufS khe sat at the end o. the table yith her sKuadL

matesS xer eEes darted about the other .our as i. she hofed one o. them 

yould ansyerp though it seemed none o. them yere in a rush to do soS 

whe seconds o. yaiting irAed Dianap yhich Mriars seemed to ficA uf onp 

immediatelE blurting outp “BesG”

“Nrfhan qumber keventeen yill be Yoining Eou .or the duration o. this 

assignmentp” Diana statedS

whe yail o. rubbing leather ,lled the air as the entire room seemed to 

reel in their seatsS Me.ore anE o. them sfoAep Diana raised her handp and 

as i. she’d grabbed each o. them bE the throatsp none o. them said a yordS

“Paftain 1ierce yill be Aeefing her closeS I. qumber keventeen taAes 

even a single stef out o. linep kill herp” she coldlE orderedS

Mriars tyitched as her throat grey sandES xer lifs sefarated as she 

yent to sfeaAp liAelE ,nding the order to be a bit cruelp  but .ound no 

con,dence to voice itS



BONNIE SATURN 71

“what yon’t be a froblemp ma’amp” -agle boomed .rom beside MriarsS xe 

eEed her almost as i. she yere freEp bullEing her Kuiet nature yith onlE his 

glareS

“what’s everEthing thenp” Diana said and rose to her .eetS “I. there are no 

other Kuestionsp Eou’re all dismissedS”

“I have oneS” whe nerveLtingling voice o. the man cloaAed in yhite rang 

.rom the dooryaES

Diana cocAed her head to the sidep sfotting ;azimilianS xe leaned against 

the door.rame yith the slE con,dence o. a thie.p grinning ear to ear as he met 

the commander’s eEesS “Ohat do Eou yantp RordG” she groyledS

“Nhp mE dear darling commander S S S mE Kuestion is simfle8 xoy do Eou 

Anoy yhat Eou’re uf againstG” the doctor inKuiredS

“Oe did! :ntil Eou brought her bacAp and made her strongerp yithout any 

o. us Anoying!” Diana roaredp slamming her AnucAles into the mahoganE 

tabletofS

whe entire room nervouslE held their breaths as theE yatched their comL

mander fracticallE sfit at their bossS

;azimilian’s mustache curled and he erufted into laughterS xe held his 

chest and shooA his head on a syivel as his laughter fersistedS “Bou have me 

thereS I’ve flaced Eou lot in Kuite the cleanuf assignmentp haven’t IG”

“It’s not .unnEp Docp” Diana loylE sfatS

“Nn the contrarEp it’s Kuite hilariousS” ;azimilian chucAledS “Mutp it’s in mE 

best interest to Aeef Eou all aliveS It’s Kuite ezfensive to reflace sta..S” xe then 

snaffed his ,ngers behind his bacAS

Oilson snucA in fast ;azimilian liAe a fet trained to his callS xe yas 

nervouslE clutching a clifboard to his chest as he eEed the room ,lled to the 

brim yith disgruntled soldiersS

“well our dear .riends yhat theE’re uf againstp Oilsonp” ;azimilian 

chimedp smiling at the boES
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Oilson raised his boardp maAing a conscious e..ort to avoid eEe contact 

yith anEone in the roomS “qumber qineteenp or as some o. Eou Anoy herp 

kamanthap is an Nrfhan fossessing .our scEtheLtiffed affendages yhich 

ye re.er to as tendrilsS whese tendrils have a varietE o. afflicationsp such as 

alloying her to scale yallsp move at a signi,cantlE enhanced facep andF”

Oilson stoffed and gulfed as Diana’s shadoy enshrouded himS xe 

glanced ufp meeting her fredatorE gaje yhich radiated irritation and angerS

“Is this a YoAe to EouG” Diana accusedp feering .rom the boE uf toyard 

;azimilianS

“Rar .rom itp mE dearS” ;azimilian hummedS “whe basics are Yust as imforL

tantS”

Diana grabbed Oilson bE the collar o. his shirtp nearlE li.ting him uf bE 

itS “well us yhat ye need to Anoy and stop yasting our timep” she orderedp 

leaning doyn and drilling her disfleased gaje into his sAullS

Oilson nodded sheefishlE as Diana released himS xe retreated fartlE beL

hind ;azimilianp yho’d done nothing to interveneS xe’d simflE yatchedp as 

though amused bE the .estering animositE building in the roomS

“xer sAeletal structure S S S It’s no longer comfosed o. anE bonep afart .rom 

her natural set o. teeth and nailsS”

“qatural setG” Diana blinAedp raising her right armS “when yhat the hell did 

she tear mE arm uf yithG”

“T retractable lining o. metallic .angsp” Oilson refliedS

“Creat S S S” Diana mutteredS

“well them the good neysp boEp” ;azimilian interYectedS

“QLrightS ;E afologiesp sirS” Oilson gulfedS “Due to herF Ts a result o.F” 

he stammeredS “khe’s yeaAerp” he blurted outS

“xoy is that even fossibleG” Danica KuestionedS “Oe yere able to stof her 

in the frevious breachp but this time she managed to get outS”

“whe blast doors didn’t go o.. this timep” a voice sfoAe uf .rom the hallS
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;azimilian turned his head to the sidep grinning as he sfotted -mma 

1ierce standing behind himS “Tstute observationp Paftainp” he tauntedS

“OhatG” Mriars sKueaAed .rom the end o. the tableS “Paftain S S S are Eou 

sureG”

“Nne didp thoughp” -mma said yhile glaring at the doctorS “whe one 

that sealed Uictor kKuad in to dieS”

“Tre Eou maAing an accusationG” ;azimilian leaned inp grinning ear to 

ear as his stare slithered beneath -mma’s sAinS

-mma syalloyed her .ear and stood her groundS Mut she’d be lEing to 

hersel. i. she said she yasn’t near tremblingS

“1ierce!” Diana barAedS

“qop it’s Kuite alrightS” ;azimilian hummedp leaning bacA ufS “It’s an 

understandable concernS”

“whe bacAWoy scrambled the main.ramep” Oilson ezflainedS “whe senL

sors outside o. qumber qineteen’s chamber yere temforarilE deactivatL

edp and once she reached the 1oyer Oingp those sensors detected a threat 

and S S S”

“HocAed them in to diep” -mma snarledp refeating hersel.S

;azimilian sneered and ,rmlE grabbed -mma’s shoulderS  “whese 

things un.ortunatelE haffenS Hittle accidents can be avoidedp but not 

entirelE circumventedS” xis bonE ,ngers curledp finching her shoulder as 

theE dug into her uni.ormS “It’s best that Eou .ocus on the tasA at handp 

Paftain 1ierceS”

-mma YerAed her shoulder .rom his grasf and broAe eEe contactS khe 

couldn’t continue looAing into his .rigidp disassociated eEes yithout 

maAing hersel. sicAS “Besp sirp” she mutteredS

“CoodS” ;azimilian smiledp flacing his hands behind his bacAS “Pomep 

Oilsonp ye best leave them beS T.ter allp theE have a Yob to doS”

whe room remained silentp even long a.ter the tyo had le.tS
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Diana sKuintedp glaring at her subordinatep yho seeminglE re.used to looA 

her in the .ace a.ter the altercationS “Bou yere yaE out o. linep” Diana evenL

tuallE snarledS

“komething’s not rightp” -mma saidS

“Tbout whatG”

-mma continued to stare at the WoorS “It’s nothing S S S ma’am S S S”

“kirp yhere are ye goingG” Oilson inKuiredp struggling to Aeef uf yith ;azL

imilian’s long sfiderLliAe legsS “whis isn’t the yaE to the elevatorsS”

“PorrectS” ;azimilian beamedS “I have little .aith our .orces alone yill be 

able to accomflish the tasA at handS”

“I’m S S S sorrEG”

“kamantha is beEond a .orce to be recAoned yithp dear boES” ;azimilian 

ezflainedp “-ven yith her strength and stamina reduced .rom yhat it once 

yasp her ney.ound durabilitE yill frove S S S troublesomeS qot to mention her 

S S S temperS”

“Ohat do Eou suggestp sirG”

“qothing maYorS wheE’ll Yust need a little extra helf is allS” whe doctor 

smirAedp coming to a haltS “It’s best that theE don’t Anoyp .or noyS It yill onlE 

add to their stressS” xe snicAeredp staring headlong at a cell doorS

Oilson glanced uf and gruntedS “kir S S S Eou can’t be seriousp” he hesitantlE 

sfoAeS

“Buite the interesting little frofositionp noG” ;azimilian flaced his hand 

ufon the doorp running his ,ngers along the door’s oyn embroidered number 

7CS

“xoy S S S hoy yould Eou even get her to comflE!G” Oilson asAedS
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“Nhp that’s simfle!” ;azimilian chucAledS .We lie”$





Chapter Five

Fractured Soul

W ith amazement radiating from her eyes, Willow was sitting at 

the kitchen table watching Samantha shovel in her third bag of 

potato chips. It had been torn apart like the carcass of a wild animal, with 

Samantha feasting on its crunchy potato-qlled innards.

Samantha sucked a xuick breath through her nostrils as she swallowed 

down her last bite. She e“haled, pressing her back against the chair as she 

ran her wrist over her mouth. ”Still hungry . . .A she muttered as crumbs 

dribbled from her lips.

R surprised puff tumbled from ’o“anneHs lips upon setting foot in the 

kitchen. ”Dow . .  .A she trailed off,  noticing the three eviscerated fam-

ily-sized chip bags. ”MoesnHt matter,A she said while shaking her head. 

”?iss . . . what was it!A

”SamanthaBA Willow piped up, grinning ear to ear as she paraded her 

new friendHs name.

SamanthaHs tendrils nearly knotted as they suddenly tightened around 

her gut. She was wary, perhaps too wary, viewing kindness of any form as 

a red Fag. Mespite that, she couldnHt help but stare at Willow, wide-eyed 

and surprised.

”Rlright then, Samantha, IHll throw together something . . . large. Out in 

the meantime, youHre incredibly qlthy. So, IHve run you a bath.A
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”R . . . bath!A Samantha gulped as if choking on glass. Surprised by the 

gesture, she pointed at herself, perhaps thinking sheHd heard incorrectly. 

”Jor me!A

”Tf course.A ’o“anne beamed. ”R proper lady needs to stay clean.A She 

lectured, then pivoted before pointing out toward the main entrance. 

”just up the stairs, qrst door on the left.A

Samantha uncomfortably stared. She was curious but still  cautious. 

’o“anneHs shift in demeanor signiqcantly bothered her in more ways 

than one. It almost made her skin crawl, reminding her of ?a“imilianHs 

craning grins as he gifted her rare amenities, all of which almost always 

predated rigorous, body-shattering trials. .  .  .  Nhen again, what didnHt 

remind her of him!

”ItHs alright,A Willow afqrmed, noting the girlHs arising skepticism as 

she receded into her chair.

Samantha hesitantly nodded and rose at a slothHs pace. She held her 

arms out to her sides as if sneaking up on a wild animal. She took short 

cautious steps as she approached ’o“anne before snaking past and burst-

ing up the stairs.

Tnce she heard SamanthaHs heavy feet stomp up the stairs, ’o“anneHs 

shoulders slumped with the release of an e“tra lengthy e“hale. She then 

q“ated on her little sister with nothing more than a gaze of concern.

Willow leaned back in her chair, avoiding eye contact and crossing her 

legs. Nhat was always the look sheHd get before an earful. ”I know what 

youHre gonna say,A she sighed, ”so Yust go on and say it.A

”I can see it in her eyes,A ’o“anne said as she peered back over her 

shoulder toward the foyer.

Willow blinked and slowly raised a brow. ”See what!A

”SheHs . . .A ’o“anne frowned. ”Lot just broken, Willow. . . .A

”What do you mean!A
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”Gou wouldnHt understand it too well, youHre too young. . . . Out I see it 

in some of the other dancers,A ’o“anne e“plained, glancing back at her 

sister. ”SheHs shattered. She doesnHt trust anybody.A

”GouHre . . .A Willow cocked her head to the side. ”Lot . . . afraid of her!A

”I . . . was at qrst. Out looking like a monster doesnHt make you one,A 

’o“anne proclaimed. ”Gour actions make or break you. Which is why IHm 

terriqed of whoever did this to her. . . . Nhey might come looking for her.A 

She sighed, running her now-shivering hands through her brown hair in 

an effort to calm herself. ”I want to keep you safe. Rbove all else, youHre 

my number-one priority, Willow.A

”’o“y,A Willow sneered. ”ItHs not like IHm going anywhere,A she said 

with a smile.

”I Yust . . . worry that if we help, weHll be biting off more than we can 

chew,A ’o“anne said as she began to pace. ”I could be a cold, heartless 

bitch. I could Yust tell her to leave, then never hear anything about her 

again,A she rambled before her eyes turned as sharp as her incoming 

words, ”but IHm not that type of person. IHm not ?om.A

WillowHs blood ran cold at the mere mention of the woman. She un-

comfortably held her sides,  as if  hugging herself  to null  the sting of 

memory. ”’o“y . . .A

”NhatHs what sheHd have done. SheHd have thrown that girl out the mo-

ment she saw her, maybe called the cops, do anything possible to make it 

someone elseHs problem.A ’o“anne snarled, ”IHll never do anything close 

to something sheHd do.A

”I thought we werenHt supposed to talk about her,A Willow lamented.

”We arenHt. Rnd this is why. . . .A ’o“anne turned her head and stomped over 

to the fridge. She tore it open and practically dived in, tossing ingredients to 

the side as if they were to blame for her frustrations. ”GouHre right about what 
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you said,A she stated, dumping the ingredients sheHd gathered onto the table 

before kicking the door shut. ”SheHs Yust a kid, and sheHs scared.A

”Tf what!A Willow xuietly murmured.

”I donHt want to qnd out.A ’o“anne shakily e“haled as she pulled open a 

cupboard. ”—etHs Yust focus on getting her well . . . okay!A

WillowHs infectious smile xuickly grew back. ”IHm glad to hear that. I know 

weHre doing the right thing.A

’o“anne snatched a pan from the cabinet and practically slammed it 

against the stovetop. Rfter switching on the burner, she dumped some diced 

beef into the pan and began to sear it. Out in her sloppy haste fueled by blatant 

irritation, some chunks Few out onto the counter and beneath the grates of 

the stovetop.

WillowHs shining grin faded Yust as xuickly as it had returned. She knew 

this would happen. ’o“anne was almost impossible to calm down after their 

mother was brought into the conversation. She looked down at the table, qd-

dling with her qngers as she listened to her sisterHs frustrated grunts, mufFed 

cursing, and angry huffs.

”’o“y . . .A Willow sighed, ”why are you so angry at her!A

’o“anne released the pan, letting it clatter upon the stovetop as she 

grasped the counterHs edge with both her hands. She leaned over the stove, 

staring into the pan at the sizzling meat as she tried to steady her breathing. 

Nhough it did nothing to calm her down as her qngers curled and her knuckles 

turned white. ”When I came home that day, after Mad passed, she was gone 

. . . and his money was gone . . .A she stammered out, practically hissing. ”IHd 

never felt that kind of anger before, and IHve only held onto it because it makes 

me want to do better than her.A

’o“anne grimaced. ”I never told you the details. . . . Gou were too little.A 

She released the counter and slowly turned to face her younger sibling. ”Noo 

young to understand.A She stepped up to the table and sluggishly pulled a 
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chair out before practically falling into it. ”Nhat night, I came home to 

qnd my little sister crying, and alone, the day after our father was gone. 

Nhere was no money, the car was gone, and we had no food.A

WillowHs heart beat with a sting in her chest as she met ’o“anneHs 

sorrowful stare.

”Nhe reason I hate her, the reason IHll never forgive her, and never want 

to see her fucking face again . . . is because she ruined my life,A ’o“anne 

growled. She then reached over the table and tightly gripped her sisterHs 

hands. ”Rny chance I had of making something of myself was gone, right 

then and there. I knew IHd never get the chance to go to college. I knew I 

didnHt have time to make a career. We needed money, and we needed it 

badly.A

’o“anne lowered her head and closed her eyes before solemnly e“hal-

ing through her nose. ”Mo you have any idea how . . . degrading my Yob is!A

Willow nodded, looking down at their linked qngers. She felt her throat 

dry up the more she thought about it.

”Light after night. Nhe same crappy songs, the same stupid dances, the 

same perverts Yust staring at me,A ’o“anne murmured. ”I canHt even look 

at myself in the mirror anymore, Willow.A

”j-Yust Hcause youHre a stripper doesnHt mean youHre any less my sister, 

or any less important to meBA Willow cried out, tightening her hold on 

her siblingHs hands.

’o“anne wanted to pull away, almost ashamed to even touch her sister. 

She snifFed, her eyes glittering as she forced a smile, though the corner 

of her lips were xuivering. ”Nhank you, Willow.A
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Samantha had poorly hidden herself behind the rungs of the stairway 

banister, watching their discussion from the shrouded darkness of the 

upper Foor.

”Nhey want . . . to help me!A she said to herself. ”Why . . .A She frowned, 

subconsciously running her qngers along her metallic corset. Nhe tendrils 

stirred as if Finching at her touch. Der mind raced with many thoughts, 

but none more than that of the mother she never met. SheHd been in 

foster care her whole life until the Joundation scooped her up. Get they 

knew theirs, and their own mother had betrayed them. While hers hadnHt 

directly done as such, she certainly felt that way.

?aybe they were more alike than she thought.

’o“anne proceeded to set the table. She wiped the dozens of crumbs 

from the tablecloth before placing down three plates, each packed to the 

edge with a proper meal of beef. Dowever, as she went to lay down the 

silverware, she hesitated and shot a glance at Willow. ”Moes she even 

know how to use these!A

Willow e“tended an inde“ qnger as if  prepared to answer, but she 

stopped and retracted her hand. ”I . . . donHt know. I didnHt bring her any 

earlier.A

’o“anne e“haled and rolled her eyes, unsurprised by WillowHs forget-

fulness. She then brandished a knife and fork over SamanthaHs plate.

”What are you doing!A

”She ate three bags of chips in the time it  took me to run a bath.A 

’o“anne lowered her hands and proceeded to slice the beef chunks in 

half. ”SheHs going to choke if she tries to eat this all at once.A
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”Geah . . . good point.A Willow giggled. She leaned back in her chair to 

peer through the doorway and up the stairs. Nhe bathroom door was still 

shut Yust beyond the railing. ”SheHs been up there for a while.A

”Co check on her. Rnd hurryB MinnerHs getting coldBA ’o“anne ordered, 

setting the silverware beside SamanthaHs plate.

”I willBA Willow rose from the table then shot into the foyer and up the 

stairs. Tnce she reached the bathroom door, she raised her hand and gently 

bat her knuckles against it. ”Sam, are you okay in there!A

Lo response.

She pressed her ear against the door and cocked an eyebrow as she heard 

a soft rustling, almost like the sound grain made when she plucked it out of 

boredom.

”Sam!A Willow called out, turning the doorknob. Rs she pushed the door 

open, she stared for a moment before her lips curved back up into a smile.

Samantha was poorly wrapped up in a towel and attempting to brush 

her hair while staring into the mirror. Der tendrils were loosely dangling 

toward the Foor, the upper two hanging over the towel and the lower 

two hiding beneath it. Lot a muscle in her body even twitched as Willow 

entered, as if she were entirely rela“ed, more rela“ed than Willow had seen 

so far.

Der skin was smooth and bright, completely free of the scrapes and blem-

ishes that had scarred its surface less than an hour prior. Der hair, thanks 

to the brushing, was now soft and signiqcantly less matted. It was almost 

straight due to the moisture but still held a natural wave to it. She looked 

normal, minus the four additional appendages and subtly glowing eyes.

Samantha glanced over. Der face xuickly warped with confusion, as if 

puzzled by WillowHs sudden smile. ”What!A she softly xuestioned, setting 

down the hairbrush. ”Why are you looking at me like that!A

”GouHre cuteBA Willow beamed.
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Samantha Finched as the compliment struck her like a bolt of lightning, 

splitting through her bones and right into her vulnerable heart. ”D-huh!A she 

stammered, her clean skin Fushing a sheepish pink.

”WhatHs wrong!A Willow asked, tilting her head slightly. ”Rre you alright!A

”IHmVA Samantha hummed and glanced back at herself in the mirror. She 

winced at the reFection and averted her gaze, staring down into the sink. ”Lot 

used to that.A

”Uompliments!A Willow inxuired.

Samantha nodded.

Willow fought off a confused frown and instead sought an immediate 

answer to SamanthaHs distress. She peered behind the girl at her torn, dirty 

clothes and an idea xuickly came to mind. ”Gou know what,A she beamed, 

stepping up to Samantha. ”—etHs get you some new clothesBA she declared, 

grabbing both of SamanthaHs hands.

Samantha glanced over her shoulder at the torn rags she called clothes. Der 

face scrunched, and she slowly nodded.

”UHmonBA Willow cried, leading Samantha out of the bathroom and down 

the hall. ”IHm sure youHll qt in some of my older clothes.A

Willow released SamanthaHs hands and pushed her door open. ”Uome inB 

IHm sure I have something in here thatHll qt you . . . somewhere.A

SamanthaHs pupils stretched out, widening at the sudden stimulation of 

such a well-qlled room, a private room. Nhough the room for Willow was 

nothing more than that, she noticed SamanthaHs shock manifest as an un-

worthy grimace. It was like she didnHt even feel welcome to set foot inside.

”Nhis is . . . yours!A Samantha softly asked.

”GepBA Willow beamed, beckoning the girl to follow her in as she stepped 

toward her closet. ”ItHs not very big but, I like it, itHs comfortable.A

”I didnHt know you could have . . . things,A Samantha remarked, looking 

over the band posters, books, and M;Ms that littered the space.
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”Well, youHre about to have someBA Willow chirped assuredly before 

opening the closet and getting on her knees. She began to dig through 

several small cardboard bo“es near the Foor. Nhey were hidden Yust below 

the dangling curtains consisting of her hung-up shirts.

”What do you mean!A Samantha softly asked as she approached the 

bed. She went to sit but hesitated, as if even that were taboo.

Willow grabbed one of the bo“es and slowly dragged it out into the 

open. She dug through it, sifting through dozens of old articles of cloth-

ing. ”I have old clothes I donHt need anymore, and you certainly need some 

new ones.A

Kpon qnding a suitable set,  she rose and turned to face the little 

Trphan. ”Nhis oughta do. Dere.A Willow beamed and placed the folded 

articles and a pair of shoes onto SamanthaHs lap. ”Co ahead and put Hem 

onBA She then hastily covered her eyes and spun back around on her heels. 

”I promise I wonHt peekBA

Samantha watched as Willow turned around before glancing down at 

her lap. She ran her qngers over the clothing before grabbing the plain 

white N-shirt on top and unfolding it. Mespite its used condition, it was 

soft and bright. It appeared much newer than anything sheHd ever worn. 

She set the shirt aside, along with the shorts that hid beneath it, and rose.

She hesitated before dropping the towel, double-checking to ensure 

Willow wasnHt peeping. Tnce satisqed with her privacy, she let the towel 

fall to the Foor and began to slide on the clothes. Willow was right about 

her sizeE they qt xuite snugly, almost perfectly.

”Rll done!A Willow xuestioned.

Samantha hummed assuredly in response.

Willow xuickly turned around and her face lit up like a shining qre-

work. ”Gou look adorableBA she cheered, softly clapping her hands in 

praise.
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Samantha looked herself over and felt a smile creep over her face. She 

rather liked her new clothes, though her bliss ceased as she went to move her 

tendrils, qnding them bound beneath the fabric.

”Is something wrong!A Willow asked.

Samantha turned to the side slightly, revealing her tendrils drooping down 

from beneath the shirt.

”Th, thatHs an easy q“BA Willow assured, pulling open the drawer of a 

nearby desk. She snatched a pair of scissors and then crawled up onto the bed. 

”Sit down. IHll take care of it.A

Samantha slowly lowered herself onto the bedding, her tendrils slithering 

off to the side to avoid being sat on.

Willow spread the blades apart and swiftly snipped circular holes above 

the stem of each tendril. Rfter a few moments of trial and error, she snapped 

the scissors shut and set them aside. ”Rlright, try thatBA

Samantha began to sxuirm as her tendrils curled and slithered beneath the 

shirt, attempting to qnd the holes on their own. She was trying her hardest 

not to let the blades even graze the fabric. Pnowing how sharp they were, she 

didnHt want to risk slashing up her new shirt. Tnce one sprouted through its 

hole, the others followed, all emerging comfortably out her backside.

She raised her arms high above her head, almost purring as she stretched. 

Der e“cess limbs each slowly sauntered beneath her arms then tightly bound 

back around her waist.

”Oetter!A Willow asked.

”?uch better . . .A Samantha softly smiled, staring down at the Foor. 

”Nhank you,A she mumbled, almost inaudibly.
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’o“anne was settled in her chair, batting vegetables around her plate with a 

fork. She clicked the nails of her opposing hand against the table until she 

heard the pitter-patter of Willow beginning to descend the stairs, followed 

by SamanthaHs heavy thuds.

Rs they entered the kitchen, she glanced over and cracked a grin. ”Well well, 

someone looks clean and comfy.A

”I gave her some of my old summer clothes,A Willow e“plained. She ges-

tured her hands back at Samantha as her sun-bright eyes met with her sib-

lingHs. ”MoesnHt she look great!A

Samantha held her arms close to her chest and teetered back and forth on 

the balls of her feet. Nhe fresh, rosy tint of embarrassment was still covering 

her face.

”Gep, maybe even Yust a little cuter than you.A ’o“anne snickered. ”Low 

come on and sit. MinnerHs been ready for a few minutes now.A

Willow eagerly tore a chair from beneath the table and practically threw 

herself into it. She raised her utensils and proceeded to both slice up and 

devour the meal. Lot with the same ferocity as Samantha had earlier, but with 

almost the same amount of energy.

Samantha curiously eyed WillowHs hands. Silverware . . . She internally 

hummed, gulping as she looked down at her plate. She hadnHt used such 

utensils since . . . she couldnHt even remember the last time. It was something 

so basic, yet, she had no clue where to start.

Willow swallowed down a mouthful of food before peering to her side at 

Samantha. ”Sam! WhatHs wrong!A

”Lothing,A Samantha said. It can’t be that hard, right? she thought, narrow-

ing her eyes as she stared at her fork.

She reached for it and grabbed it with each of her qngers, clamping her qst 

around it. She awkwardly stabbed a piece of meat, but only with half of the 

prongs, and lifted it up to her mouth. Knfortunately, the piece slid right off 
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the fork. Samantha let out a whine, fully admitting defeat as her hand landed 

against the table. She had no idea what she was doing.

R sudden frown began to bend WillowHs smile, but it didnHt last for long as, 

like a bungee cord, it snapped back into place. ”MonHt feel bad,A she cooed, 

setting her utensils aside and scooting her chair closer to Samantha. ”Dere, 

let me help,A she said as she gently plucked the fork from the girlHs hand.

”Delp . . . how!A Samantha xuestioned.

”—ike this.A Willow stabbed one of the meat chunks then raised the fork up 

to SamanthaHs lips. ”Tpen up.A

Nhe gesture pierced her heart as her face only further reddened. She parted 

her lips, almost without noticing, to which Willow moved in, gently placing 

the chunk in SamanthaHs mouth.

She gripped it with her teeth and pulled it off the fork. She stared at 

the table for a moment before her eyes slightly widened in response to the 

cavalcade of new and strange Favors that washed over her tongue. Rs she 

swallowed, she looked at the plate, then to Willow, and qnally across the table 

toward ’o“anne.

”I know itHs not my best work,A ’o“anne nervously chuckled, scratching the 

back of her head. ”If I had more time, then maybe I couldHveVA

”ItHs amazing,A Samantha blurted out before turning her attention back to 

Willow. She proceeded to silently beckon for more with her shimmering stare. 

Der tendrils began to itch as she fought against her urges to shovel the entire 

plate in her mouth with her scythes.

”IVA ’o“anne stammered. She cleared her throat, feeling her lips curl up 

into a smile. ”Nhank you, Sam.A
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—ong after dinner, the dishes were stacked in the sink, the lights were off, and 

the kitchen had been abandoned. ’o“anne lay sprawled across the couch in 

their living room with the television gleaming over her. Out she had long since 

fallen asleep, drained by her Yob and the newest member of the household.

?eanwhile, Willow had led Samantha back upstairs and was preparing 

them both for bed.

”Jor now, this will be your roomBA Willow declared, pulling open the door 

to the spare room Yust across from her own.

”R room . . . for me!A Samantha murmured, pressing her qngers together.

”GepBA

Samantha stepped inside and felt a sudden comfort wrap around her un-

like any other. Nhere was a bed, a closet, and a window . . . for her. ”I-IHve never 

had my own room before . . .A she stammered, turning back to Willow. Nhe 

glow behind her eyes seemed to shine more vibrantly.

”Well, you do now,A Willow declared. ”Would you like a pair of my old 

paYamas!A she inxuired, leaning against the doorway.

”Nhank you, b-but youHve already given me so much .  .  .A Samantha 

hummed, playing with the ends of her shirt.

”Gou donHt need to thank me, Sam,A Willow assured. ”Gou deserve some 

rest.A She then grabbed the door handle. ”Well . . . goodnight, Samantha.A She 

waved, pulling the door open.

”C-goodnight,A Samantha stuttered, waving back before the door soon 

shut with WillowHs leave.

Samantha backed up to the bed and collapsed against the silky-smooth 

sheets. She rolled onto her side, taking a deep whiff of the mint-scented 

linens. It was clean. :verything was clean.

Der eyelids grew heavy as she sank deep into the hold of the mattress.

She nestled against the bedding. Nhe warmth tricked her into imagining 

something sheHd consider alien, slumbering beside another person, specif-
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ically Willow. She wasnHt sure what it was. ?aybe it was her smile or her 

patience . . . but something about her made Samantha feel . . .

Der eyes Fashed as they beat open, almost as though she was trying to swat 

away the thought. >erhaps she felt it was wrong.

Out something was different about Willow, something she hadnHt felt about 

the Trphans sheHd come to know. ?aybe it was that she was normal, or 

perhaps Yust kind.

She sighed, curling up, warm and comfortable. Nhere was no use pondering 

something she didnHt understand, so she let her thoughts wander back to that 

of her friends.

When was the last time sheHd seen them! She couldnHt remember. In fact, 

the more she thought about it, she could hardly remember their faces, and 

their names clawed at the back of her mind as she drew blanks on what they 

were.

Der smile faded.

Oefore long, she remembered. Lot their names, but roughly the last time 

sheHd seen them. It was certainly before the metal. She hadnHt seen much of 

anything after it.

Nhe second changes, so painful . . . Rn unfathomable amount of burning, 

skin-peeling, and muscle-tearing pain. That was something she could re-

member.

?assive, singeing halogen lamps, illuminating to start the day and going 

dark after those horrid tests. Nhough none of it even compared to that awful 

voice that, every single morning, uttered?

“Hello, Samantha.”

Der eyes Fared up as she sprang from the sheets, throwing herself off of the 

bed. Der feet planted on the Foor, her qngers dangled Yust over the ground, 

and her tendrils unfurled. She rapidly glanced around the room, turning and 

twisting as though sheHd heard those words whispered right in her ear. She 
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took a conscious breath, only to qnd that she was trembling, nearly hy-

perventilating. Nhe sweat dripping from her skin was so abundant that it 

trickled against the Foorboards.

”—eave me alone,A Samantha whined, realizing the physical absence of 

her personal devil. Der tendrils limply fell, scraping against the Foor Yust 

before her knees buckled. She fell to them and grabbed at her ears before 

beginning to cry.

It was the silence, the torturous silence. Nhe wind rolling against the 

houseHs old frame was no different than the whir of the generators end-

lessly chugging beneath her feet. Solitude and safety could only do so 

much when silence alone was all the same.

Samantha snuck into the hall,  albeit poorly,  as the wooden boards 

creaked beneath her dense skeleton. She stepped over to and leaned 

against the frame of WillowHs room, peeking inside.

She was wrapped up in her bed, temporarily unaware of SamanthaHs 

presence. Der ears were plugged with small white earbuds, and her at-

tention was mostly stolen by her cell phone. >erhaps she was listening to 

the music of the bands plastered over her walls.

?uch to her dismay, Samantha didnHt stay hidden forever. >erhaps it 

was her silhouette, or possibly her illuminated gaze, but Willow noticed 

her almost immediately. Rs she glanced over her phone, Samantha re-

treated instinctively, hiding more of herself behind the frame.

Willow laid her phone down in her lap and raised her hands, carefully 

removing the earbuds. ”Sam! Is something the matter!A she xuestioned 

gently.

Samantha glanced downward. Subconsciously,  she didnHt want to 

seem foolish, so she kept her eyes to the Foor, sinking further against the 

doorYamb before sheepishly peering back at Willow.
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Willow hoped for a reply, but when she didnHt get one, sat puzzled for a few 

moments. Out before long, it clicked, ”Thh, you donHt want to sleep alone, do 

you!A

Samantha shook her head.

”Rre you afraid of the dark!A

Samantha nodded.

”Well, thereHs plenty of room over here.A Willow beamed, setting her phone 

and earbuds on her nightstand. She peeled back the covers and scooted over 

before rapidly patting the side of her bed, as if beckoning a cat. ”Gou can sleep 

with me tonight, if youHd like.A

She was once again reluctant to step over, even though directly invited in. 

Kpon building enough courage to step inside, her tendrils slid back around 

her waist, and she nervously approached the bed. She made brief eye contact 

with Willow, Yust for e“tra conqrmation.

”ItHs alright.A Willow softly chuckled. ”I wonHt bite. IHm worried you might, 

though,A she teased.

Nhe comment amused her enough to put her somewhat at ease. She found 

herself able to crawl up beside Willow, though she remained on her hands 

and knees as if e“amining the bed.

Samantha shakily e“haled, eyeing Willow to ensure there was no malicious 

intent in her actions. She found none and sighed before lowering herself 

down ne“t to the girl.

”Is there anything else you need, Sam!A Willow softly asked, gently drag-

ging the blanket over them.

”MonHt turn the light off . . . please . . .A Samantha whispered, curling up 

slightly.

Willow glanced over, peering at the shining desk lamp beside her bed. She 

smiled and then nodded. ”I wonHt,A she assured before sliding down against 

her pillow and smiling at the smaller girl. ”Coodnight, Samantha.A
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Samantha nervously gulped and wearily smiled at her. ”C-goodnight.A





Chapter Six

Steel Knuckles

“I  . . . don’t understand,” the navy blue–haired man said while chew-

ing on his bottom lip and repeatedly clicking the butt of his pen.

“Oh?” Maximilian hummed, staring through the blinders of the of-

Fce window out into the busy hallway populated with the Woundation’s 

bustling staff. “Hhat do you not get?” he asked, raising his hands and 

twisting the blinds shut.

“Der being alive, it’s . . .”

“Impossible?” Maximilian snickered. “Inconceivable?” De turned, fac-

ing  Aoctor  Michael  Mordecai.  “Immoral?”  De  grinned,  staring  right 

through the man.

“zll of the above . . . sir,” Mordecai muttered, shuddering at the casting 

of Maximilian’s gaPe.

“I’m sure you of all people understand the importance of life, Michael,” 

Maximilian stated, stepping from the shadows and into the light of 

Mordecai’s desk lamp.

“znd you do?”

“I believe in the importance of meaningful life,” Maximilian declared.

“jhysicians don’t separate it into categories. He Yust help people, sir,” 

Mordecai gulped, uncomfortably lacing his Fngers as the doctor drew 

nearer.

“znd that’s why you’re just a physician,” Maximilian lowly remarked as 

he placed his palms against the mahogany desk. De leaned inward, forcing 
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Mordecai to retreat from discomfort as the man got in his face. “znd not in 

control.”

Mordecai gulped and broke eye contact. “Nes, sir,” he murmured, adYusting 

his glasses. “Is there something you needed?”

“Bot necessarily,” Maximilian stated with a hum. De leaned back up, plac-

ing his hands behind his back. “Eut I Fgured, as her supervising doctor, you’d 

like to know that Bumber —ighteen is being released for a task.”

Mordecai twitched, “HhatSEarry?” De gulped. “Hhat kind of . . . task?”

“!amantha’s termination has been, and will continue to be . . . difckult,” 

Maximilian admitted, though he appeared to be stiTing a grin. “If anyone’s 

capable of killing her, it’s Earricade.”

“Bow hold on Yust a minuteq” Mordecai shouted, slamming his Fsts against 

his desk and rising to his feet. “Nou can’t expect Earry to willingly try and hill 

!amanthaq Rhey were friendsq Rhey cared about each otherq”

“I wasn’t asking you, Aoctor.” Maximilian’s eyes narrowed. “I’m telling you 

what will transpire. znd if she doesn’t comply,” he sneered, “perhaps all I 

need is a little leverage.”

Mordecai gulped. De knew he should have kept his mouth shut.

Maximilian’s stern expression Cuickly faded as he began to chortle. “Nou 

should see the look on your face.” De chuckled then shook his head. “Vest 

easy, Aoctor. I have a simple yet effective way to ensure her compliance.” De 

turned, beginning to step toward the door.

“Hhat . . . would that be?” Mordecai hesitantly Cuestioned.

Maximilian didn’t answer. De simply pulled open the door and left.

Once he was gone, Mordecai felt as though the room grew warmer, as if 

Maximilian’s frigid presence even frightened the air.

Mordecai sighed, pressing his elbows against the desk as he sunk his face 

into his hands. Dis soft Fngers rubbed against his forehead. De wasn’t worried 

about what Maximilian would do. De was worried about what s’eWd do.
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“Earry . . . please do the right thing . . .”

 ’enw,aswt’ewlastwtimewIw’adwawsmohey she mused to herself. “Hhen was the 

last time I did anything outside of this room?” she spoke, cocking one of her 

ghost-white eyebrows as she glanced around the frustratingly cramped and 

familiar space.

“Hhen was the last time I did an.t’ing?” she murmured to herself, looking 

down at her lap. If she weren’t restrained with bolt cuffs, escape wouldn’t be a 

Cuestion of if, only when. Der face twitched slightly as she attempted to twist 

her wrists and pull them apart, but they didn’t budge.

!he winced in irritation before letting her hands fall to her lap. It was 

Yust like the last doPen times she tried. zside from the cuffs, the black cloth 

covering the entirety of her arms and hands was the problem. If she could Yust 

get it off . . .

“Bo . . .” !he sighed and leaned back against the wall. “zlready tried that.” 

!he grumbled with a forced smile.

Rhe solitary nature of her cell was practically torture. !he’d rather they shiv 

her daily than keep her bound up in this pit. Rhe silence only made her angry. 

It made her want to hit something, and the inability to do so only made her 

angrier.

z mufTed buPPer rumbled through the walls, prompting her to sit up and 

glance around the dimly lit room. “Duh?” !he gasped before looking at the 

metal door. Der eyes curiously narrowed. !omething tickled her ears . . . 

approaching footsteps.

Rhe door opened, and light Flled the dim space. !he tried to shield her 

sensitive eyes but couldn’t reach high enough with her bound hands.
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“—rika, —rika, —rika . . .” Maximilian trailed off, stepping inside.

Der nerves were struck with the subtlety of stomping on a landmine. 

!he curled her Fngers and frustratedly tugged against her restraints. !he 

exhaled through her teeth as her vision returned to her. !he focused and 

stared ahead, spotting ’imB . . .

“Aon’t. Wucking. Gall me that,” she snarled, raising her arms together 

and pointing at him with a sole Fnger.

Maximilian smirked, staring down at the teenager. “My apologies, -arM

r.,” he said, halfheartedly correcting himself.

“Ro what do I owe the pleasure of your visit, xaD,” Earry inCuired, 

grinning smugly despite her vengeful glare.

“Rhat’s boktor to you,” Hilson snapped as if he were personally insult-

ed on his boss’s behalf.

“Oh, I’m so frig’tenedB Is that your new pet chihuahua, xaDie?” she 

teased. “De’s so kute,” Earry cooed, curling her Fngers yet again.

“Galm yourself,  Hilson.” Maximilian lightly hummed in a singsong 

tone.

Hilson’s face burned with frustrated embarrassment as he obediently 

obliged. De stepped back and looked down at his clipboard, steam prac-

tically rolling out of his ears.

“I came to offer you something,” Maximilian continued.

“Neah, what?” Earry Cuestioned then Fred a Cuick burst of air from her 

lips to blow stray, snowy strands of hair from her face.

“z Yob.”

“Ooh, dowtell.”  Earry leaned forward,  Frmly clenching both of  her 

wrapped Fsts. “Hhat could it possibly be that the good doctor wants with 

little ol’ me?” !he lowly snarled. “—specially after locking me in here with 

Holtwkuffs onq” she shouted, thrusting up her pinned wrists.
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!he then pursed her lips together and spat on the concrete Toor between 

them. “Hhatever it is, I’m not interested.” !he pointed once again with a 

single Fnger. “Nou can go fuck yourself.”

“zh, I should have expected such bombastic deFance from you.” Rhe 

doctor shrugged. “Uery well. If you don’t wish to hear my offer, there’s not 

much else that can be done.”

De turned his back to her as if prepared to leave the cell, but he didn’t step 

away.

“I Fgured you of all people would want to preserve !amantha’s memory. 

I suppose I was wrong.”

Earry winced, staggering as though she’d Yust taken a punch to the gut. 

Der face turned pale as she reached out to him, spreading her Fngers. 

“Hait,” she said coarsely before releasing a Cuivering exhale. “Hhat . . . 

Hhat did you say?”

“Rhe opportunity, my dear.” Maximilian turned back to face Earry. “He 

made a little . . . error after !amantha’s death. I shan’t go into details, darling, 

but the long and short of it is, we made a husk.”

“zShusk?” Earry gulped and tilted her head. “G’mon, Aoc, you gotta 

work with me here. I don’t understand.”

“In simpleton terms, a Pombie.”

Earry stared in silence for a moment. !he looked almost dumbfounded, 

almost insulted. Eut the color soon returned to her face. !he sucked in 

her lips slightly as she fought a grin before snickering and bursting into a 

laughing Ft.

Rhe white-haired girl plopped back down on her bed and leaned the 

back of her head against the wall. “Lood story, Aocq” !he chuckled, then 

pointed toward herself with a thumb. “Of all the whacked-up shit we can do, 

Orphans kanWt come back from the deadq Ao you really think I’m t’at stupid?”

“zs a matter of fact, yes.” Maximilian hummed.
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“YaM’aywbokB” !he huffed, sCuinting at the insult to her intelligence that 

she’d walked into.

“Da-ha, indeed. Rhough I  can assure you that I’m far from Yoking, 

Earricade.” Maximilian snapped his Fngers and then held his hand out 

toward Hilson. “Aear boy, the photos.”

“Ohq 9h,” Hilson pushed his glasses up his nose and pulled a small 

Fle from beneath his arm. “Dere you are, sir,” he announced, laying it in 

Maximilian’s palm.

Maximilian snatched the folder.  “I’m sure you remember what she 

looked like, it hasn’t been very long sinceS”

“!ince what?” Earry sCuinted and leaned forward, resting her elbows 

on her knees. “!he was murdered by your goons?”

“I wouldn’t put it so black and white, but yes.” Maximilian cleared his 

throat and peeled the folder open. “Eone tendrils, sharp teeth .  .  .” he 

listed before twisting his wrist and holding the folder out in the air. “Aoes 

that look like the girl you knew?”

Earry’s heart sank a second time. Der smug facade had been fully 

stripped away as she laid eyes on her supposedly dead friend. Rhe sight 

of the metal twisted her gut into a tight knot. “Hhat . . .” !he exhaled, her 

throat gurgling in disgust. “Hhat did you . . .”

“zs I said. Rhat isn’t her, at least anymore,” Maximilian stated sorrow-

fully despite continuing to grin. “Nou can see that clear as day, can’t you? 

I’m sure even with your low intelligence you can Fgure that one out.”

“!he never had any metal. . . .” Earry’s voice cracked.

!he stared hopelessly at the photographs. Rhe longer she looked, the 

more she could feel a hurricane of adrenaline and rage pulse through her 

heart. Has that really !amantha? Has she even human anymore?
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“Nou son of a bitch . . .” !he growled, launching to her feet. !he stomped 

over and grabbed Fstfuls of Maximilian’s lab coat. “Nou killed her, and 

now, she can’t even restq?”

“Nou hardly need to worry, Earricade.” Maximilian chuckled. “It’s Yust 

her body. !he no longer inhabits it.”

“znd that’s betterq?” she spat with her teeth gritted so intensely they 

weren’t far from cracking. Aue to the awkward position in which the cuffs 

pinned her wrists, her grip was loose. jins and needles ran across her skin 

as she began to shake, physically seething at the thought. “Dow is that 

even possibleS”

“z little mental programming is all you really need to mimic human 

behavior,” Maximilian explained, tapping the side of his head.

“Nou . . . whatq?” Earry roared.

“I admit, it was Cuite an oversightS”

“zn oversightq?” Earry yelled, beginning to grind her teeth together. 

!he wanted nothing more than to tear his head off. “Nou murdered my 

best friend, played god with her body, and it’s Yust an oversightq?”

Maximilian’s smirk didn’t once waver. Dis silence sickened Earry, and 

his grin told her he was nothing but satisFed with all of this. Der Fngers 

grew numb, and she released her hold on his coat. !he lowered her head 

in defeat and slumped back down against her bed.

“It appears I have your full attention, maPel tov.” Maximilian hummed. 

De held the folder back out to Hilson, which he immediately took and 

tucked away.

“Bow then, about my offer .  .  .” the doctor said. De crouched down, 

getting on the teen’s level.

“Hhat is it?” Earry asked, entirely avoiding his eyes by staring down 

into the concrete.
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“Rou can be the one to preserve her memory by taking care of my little 

problem.”

“Hhat?” Earry uneasily gasped. “Nou expect me toS EutS If it looks like 

her, how am I supposed to . . .”

“—ither you do it. Or my men do it.” Maximilian shrugged. “!he can either 

be remembered as your little friend . . . or something my men scrape off the 

pavement.”

Earry gulped at the thought.

“!he’s  out  there,  likely  attempting  to  blend  in,  and  killing  without 

thought,” Maximilian stated, Fbbing to the girl’s face. “I need a decision, and 

I need it now.”

Earry’s thoughts ground to a halt. zs if she were a child shoved on the 

playground, all she could feel was blind anger and gloom.

“I’m waiting.”

“I’ll . . . do it,” Earricade muttered without raising her head.

“Oh?” Maximilian hummed. “!plendid news.”

“Neah, I bet . . .”

“In exchange for your help, I have a little gift for you,” Maximilian said.

“Duh?” Earry cocked an eyebrow and raised her head Yust enough to look 

at his shoes. “Hhat would that be?”

“Hilson,” Maximilian called out, turning his head to the side.

“Nes, sir?”

“Rake down a list of any and all items little Earricade here desires to com-

plete her mission, and we’ll supply them to her. Velevance or importance 

doesn’t matter,” Maximilian ordered.

Hilson seemed almost puPPled as he glanced between the two. “!ir . . . 

anything?”

“Rhat is what I said, isn’t it?” Maximilian inCuired.

“N-yes, sir,” Hilson stammered, stepping over toward Earry.
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!he raised her eyes but not her head. “Let that pen ready, tiny.”

“Hhere is Bumber !eventeen?” Aiana Cuestioned, standing at the head of the 

packed boardroom with —mma.

“—ryn is preparing her for temporary release. Nou know, like cell tidying and 

the sorts,” —mma explained, resting her hands on her hips.

“Wor a commander, you sure don’t have much spatial awareness,” Eonnie 

teased, poking Aiana in the side.

Aiana’s  nose  twitched,  though  she  didn’t  react  much  beyond  that. 

“Heren’t you to be escorted here by guards?” she asked, leering over her 

shoulder at the blonde.

“I was. Eut it was much faster to come at my own pace.” Eonnie smiled.

Rhe air turned stagnant as each ofFcer held their breath when the Orphan 

appeared out of thin air.

“G-Gommander,” one of the two males from the Lolf !Cuad stammered 

out.

“Hhat is it?” Aiana raised a brow at him.

“Isn’t that t’ing dangerous?” the man said, pointing at Eonnie.

“I dunno, you tell me.” Eonnie shrugged and vanished in yet another swift 

blur. “;ieutenant Mitchel Voman,” she read aloud, suddenly standing behind 

the man with a sly grin on her face. !he placed her hand on his shoulder and 

underhanded something onto the table.

Voman glanced at the table and swallowed down a frightened sCueal. It 

was his badge.

Eonnie snickered and released her gentle hold on him before stepping 

away.
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“!he’s only on the Yob as an informant. Daving a previous relationship with 

the target makes Bumber !eventeen essential to tracking her down,” Aiana 

explained.

“Nou could Yust call me by my name,” Eonnie teased as she stepped back up 

beside the commander.

Aiana responded with a Cuiet grunt.

“I’m sure we’ll have no problem taking her down, ma’am. It’s been done 

before, we can do it again,” —agle piped up.

“—agle, you can’t be serious. !he wiped out Uictor !Cuad in sekondsq” Eriars 

countered.

“Uictor was full of rookies with barely any service under their belts. Rhey 

were dead before she even looked at them,” he coldly huffed.

“—agleq Rhat’s enoughq” —mma barked.

Aiana sCuinted at the man. Eravado was a scourge she wouldn’t allow to 

contaminate her unit. “Nou seem rather conFdent, ;ieutenant,” she noted.

“It’s Yust some brat, nothing I can’t handle,” —agle boasted with a shrug.

“Veally?” Aiana hummed before tossing a piece of scrap metal onto the 

table. It split in two upon making contact with the surface, though it was 

hardly held together in the Frst place. “Nou know what this is, don’t you?”

—agle emotionlessly glanced at it while the rest at the table grew nervous at 

the sight. It wasn’t Yust scrap. It was a ballistic plate, the one from their vests, 

meant for blocking bullets and absorbing blows. . . . It had been torn in half.

“!he’s not a helpless little girl who’s going to go down in one shot. !he’s 

not some lost, scared child who’s going to be easy to catch,” Aiana declared, 

pointing at the plate. “Rhat was the onl. plate we recovered.”

“Hhat do you mean . . . the onl. plate, ma’am?” jarker gulped.

“Rhe rest suffered a similar fate to the sCuad wearing them, unrecogniPable 

and in pieces,” Aiana remarked. “Ao you understand, —agle?” !he inCuired. 

“Ao all of you understand?”
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Rhe W.R.W. agents all nodded.

“Rhat’s what I thought,” Aiana stated. “!uit up, we leave in Ffteen min-

utes.”

“Nes, ma’amq” Rhe room reverberated as they all rose to their feet, Flling 

with the bustling of papers being tucked away and footsteps exiting through 

the door, until only the commander, —mma, Eonnie, and jarker remained.

“Gaptain?” Aiana spoke, spotting the sole captain standing in the doorway. 

“Aid you need something?”

“My apologies if this is out of line, ma’am.” jarker swallowed and sheep-

ishly pointed toward Aiana’s arm. “zre you sure you’re Ft for combat?”

Aiana knit her brows at jarker’s comment. InYuries hadn’t stopped her 

when she was serving in zfghanistan, and they wouldn’t stop her from hunt-

ing !amantha. “Aon’t concern yourself with it,” she stated, Texing her Fngers. 

“Let your sCuad ready.”

jarker nodded. “9nderstood,” she said before exiting.

Eonnie stood against the wall with her arms crossed. !he stared —mma 

down, Fghting the need to tap her feet out of impatience.

—mma stood in silence for a moment before noticing that Eonnie had been 

Cuietly staring at her for some time. Aig’tB !he cleared her throat. “Gomman-

der, I should probably prepare Eonnie for the operation.”

“Nou’re Fne, go,” Aiana said, attempting to scoop her papers up from the 

table. Rhe lack of strength in her arm made it nearly impossible, causing her 

to mutter out a series of frustrated curses when she couldn’t even close her 

Fst.

—mma hesitated on leaving, as though wanting to help, but seemed to 

decide against it. “Gome on, Eonnie,” she stated, placing her hand on the 

blonde’s shoulder, and escorting her toward the door.

zs the door slammed shut behind them, Eonnie gripped her chin and began 

to pace the width of the hall. “Rhat’s a problem.”
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“Hhat is?”

“Nou’re kidding, right?” Eonnie asked. “zlmost every single active agent on 

!ite J was in that room.”

“!hit . . .” —mma exhaled. “Nou’re right . . .”

“Rhey aren’t pulling any punchesK they reall. want !am dead.” Eonnie 

sighed. “!he’s in more danger than we thought.”

“He’ll have toS” —mma stuttered, glancing around before grabbing Eon-

nie by the arm. !he leaned in, her eyes darting about once more before she 

whispered, “He’re going to have to split off a lot faster than we initially 

planned.”

Eonnie nodded. !he broke the hold on her arm by vanishing and appearing 

Yust ahead. !he walked herself down the hall toward the armory. “;et’s keep 

playing along for now,” she said.

“Vight,” —mma said, clearing her throat and following along behind the girl 

in orange.

“!ir, these items are, I must say, bordering on ridiculous,” Hilson stated. “pw

vakhwofwkigarettesywawlig’terywawleat’erwjakhetywawHagwofwHeefwjerh.?”

“!ounds reasonable to me. jrotein is their main source of energy,” Maxim-

ilian replied.

“Nes . . . sir, the Yerky, but . . . the others?” Hilson pressed while skimming 

over the basket of items placed on Earry’s bed. “Hhat do the others have to 

do with anythingq?”

“Is there a problem, short stack?” Earry spoke from the other side of the 

room. “I thought I was told their relevance wasn’t important.”

“Gorrect you are. Hilson, unlock her cuffs,” Maximilian ordered.
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Hilson turned pale as he looked back at his boss. “—-excuse me . . . sir?” he 

stammered.

“9nlock the bolt cuffs. !he must be extremely uncomfortable,” Maximilian 

explained.

“Oh-ho . . .” Earry twitched. “Nou have no idea,” she growled, sCueePing her 

Fngers tightly into her palms.

“!-sir, I don’t think it’s wise toS” Hilson started but relented when he was 

met with Maximilian’s cold, heart-crushing stare. “zs you . . . s-say, sir.” De 

stumbled forward, Fshing in his pockets for a ring of keys.

“Velax, string bean,” Earry whispered, leering down at him as he ap-

proached. “I vroHaHl. won’t break your arm.” !he grinned.

De held up the ring and shakily slid the keys around before pinching one in 

the center. De didn’t take his eyes off Earry as his Cuivering hands struggled 

to insert the key into the lock. Hith a twist of his wrist, the cuffs snapped 

open. —ach pin and bolt released from their pressuriPed state with a hiss of 

air before the heavy cuffs slammed against the Toor.

“R-there,” Hilson gulped. “It’s dS”

Earry abruptly grabbed him by the throat and hoisted him into the air with 

ease. !he reeled her other arm back, as if ready to strike him, but held off. Wor 

a moment, she merely tightened her Fngers and watched him struggle.

Hilson kicked and wheePed, thrashing about in Earry’s grip as he choked. 

Der grip was vice-like, almost as if his throat was caught in an iron clamp. De 

frantically reached out for Maximilian, physically begging for aid as his words 

were inaccessible.

Eut Maximilian didn’t budge. Rhe man didn’t even stand up straight. De 

Yust leaned against the doorframe, with the same aged, sickening grin on his 

face as always.

Earry exhaled and tempered herself before she did something completely 

reckless. “Velax,” she snarled, releasing her grip.
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Hilson gasped, feeling tears well up in his eyes as he fell to his knees, 

coughing and gagging. Dis panicked, death-fearing cries Flled the air as he 

clutched his throat while crawling away from Earry.

z sigh escaped her as she shook her head. “It’s not like I was going to kill 

you.” !he turned, facing the bed. “Nou big baby.”

Earry went to reach inside the basket but stopped and eyed the wrapping 

still covering her arms. 'ust as she went to tear it off . . .

“I’d keep those arms of yours hidden until you Fnd the target,” Maximil-

ian stated, still watching Hilson helplessly writhe around on his hands and 

knees. “9nless you ,ant attention drawn to yourself.”

Earry grumbled in agreement, albeit reluctantly, as if agreeing with him in 

any way made her want to put a hole in the wall. “Wine,” she spat, snatching 

the Yacket from the basket. z slight smirk came across her face as she looked it 

over. It was black, with silver buttons and Pippers, and it was Cuite obviously 

obscenely expensive.

“jleased?” Maximilian inCuired.

“!ure,” Earry huffed, stiTing her smirk as she slid on the Yacket. Wollowing 

it, she pinched the neck of a pair of boots from within and set them on the 

Toor beside her. !he slid her foot against one, narrowing her eyes. It was her 

exact siPe.

Hilson staggered to his feet, still wheePing but able to breathe. De wiped 

his eyes while rubbing his red, bruised neck with the other hand. “!-sir, why 

didn’tS”

Hithout facing the boy, Maximilian audibly shushed Hilson by placing his 

index Fnger against his lips.

Hilson was taken aback by the gesture but did as he was told. De held his 

neck, kept silent, and looked back at the Toor.

Earry pulled from the basket a small handheld mirror and a hair comb. !he 

then shook her head, throwing her hair about. Vaising the mirror, she began 
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to comb it, swooping it over and to the left. It already naturally rested 

this way, though now appeared less matted and was thoroughly combed 

through.

“;ooking rather dashing already, I see,” Maximilian hollered.

“Gan it,” Earry barked, dropping the items onto the bed. !he then 

stuffed the Yerky in one of her pockets and carefully popped the cardboard 

box of cigarettes open to pull one out. zs she popped it in her mouth, she 

Ticked the lighter open and cupped her lips. Hith the Yerk of her thumb, 

a dim Tame erupted and singed the end of the death stick, causing a thin 

line of smoke to begin climbing through the air.

Earry took a deep breath. “Rhat’s good . . .” she murmured, slumping 

her shoulders as the nicotine Cuickly soothed her weary nerves.

“Rhe only information we have is that she was struck by a semi-truck 

Yust outside of our facility, which we’ve identiFed and tracked the route 

of,” Maximilian explained. “!he could have fallen from it at any point.”

“Bearest town?” Earry Cuestioned, sucking in another puff of ash. !he 

bent down and began to put on the new pair of boots.

“Rhe city of Hoodstock, that’s where the truck stopped for repairs. Eut 

there’s plenty of areas such as farms, gas stations, or even the woods 

where she may have TedS”

“Hoodstock it is then,” Earry said, standing back up. !he plucked the 

cigarette from her lips and stepped up beside Maximilian. “Gan I go?” she 

hissed, Fring a sideways glance at him.

“Hill you need transportation?”

“Bo,” Earry snarled.

“Uery well,” Maximilian stepped to the side, gesturing toward the hall.

Earry huffed and placed the cig back on her lip. “Aon’t wait up,” she 

muttered, stepping past him.

“Oh, and Earricade,” Maximilian called out.
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Earry sighed. !he sharply breathed out a plume of smoke and then glanced 

back over her shoulder. “Hhat?”

“Aon’t hesitate . . . or you may wind up dead,” Maximilian declared.

Earry frustratedly sucked on the cigarette. !he could feel his stupid smirk 

almost branding the back of her neck. “Rhat’d be a real shame, wouldn’t it.”

“Nou’re kertain this will work?” Aiana Cuestioned, relatively concerned at the 

prospect of literally sCuishing her bones back together. “Rhis sounds ridicu-

lous and painful.”

“I assure you. It . . .” @elly began to look through her notes and nodded, 

“s’ould work.”

Aiana stared blankly ahead. “Rhat doesn’t Fll me with conFdence.”

@elly knelt beside Aiana, adYusting some of the doPens of pins sticking out 

from a strange, black, metallic sleeve she’d slid over the commander’s busted 

arm. “If all of —ryn’s math is rightS” !he rolled her eyes. “Hhich it is,” she 

mumbled, “the sleeve will not only decrease the time it takes your arm to heal, 

but it will also strengthen it signiFcantly. It’ll be like you never broke it.”

“Rhat sounds too good to be true.”

“z lot of things we do here are too good to be true,” @elly commented before 

ceasing her Fddling with the brace. “Gommander, may I ask you a Cuestion?” 

she inCuired, glancing up to Aiana.

Aiana hummed in acknowledgment, still staring straight ahead.

“I . . . understand you have a Yob to do. I understand the things that can 

happen if you don’t follow through with . . . your duties . . .”

“Hhat are you driving at, —leanor?” Aiana thrummed as she called @elly by 

her Frst name.
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“IS” @elly swallowed and took a breath, mustering up the courage to 

rise to her feet and reluctantly meet Aiana’s gaPe. “Aoes !amantha . . . 

really need to die?”

Aiana’s eyes narrowed at the Cuestion.

“!he’s Yust . . . !he’s a little girl, andS”

Aiana didn’t budge.

“I . . .” @elly gulped. “B-nevermind . . .” she mumbled, stepping back to 

Aiana’s side before proceeding to continue silently Fddling with the pins.

Aiana’s eyes lowered. @elly’s heart was in the right placeK sheAd always 

seemed a bit too soft for this line of work. Aiana’s sense of duty conTicted 

with her sense of morality, and what burned brighter than both was her 

hatred for everything Maximilian had built.

“—leanor,” she softly muttered.

@elly’s eyes lit up hopefully. “Nes?”

“zre you almost done?”

@elly’s face dropped almost immediately. “Oh. . . .” !he sighed, looking 

down at the brace.  “Nes,  Yust a moment,” she said while afFxing the 

Fnal pin in place. “Aone. Bow to activate the brace,” she stated, walking 

about a foot back with what appeared to be a remote control in her hand. 

“Aiana, I must warn you.”

“zbout?”

“Rhis is . . . vroHaHl. going to hurt.” @elly winced. “;ike, a lot.”

“Donestly, after the entirety of my life, including yesterday morning, I 

couldn’t care less,” Aiana stated. “Let on with it.”

“zlright .  .  .” @elly took a deep breath. “Rhree . .  .  two . .  .  oneq” !he 

sCueaked, wincing as she pressed down on the switch.

—ach pin simultaneously Fred into Aiana’s arm, piercing her Tesh and 

shoving the shattered fragments of her ulna and radius back together.
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Der eyes nearly blew out of their sockets. !he stamped her feet against the 

Toor, shoving the chair back nearly enough to tip it over. !he wheePed and 

sucked in a breath through her clamped teeth, barely holding herself together 

as she stopped a shriek of unbridled agony from escaping her lips.

Wollowing the pins, the brace itself clamped down to hold them in place.

Rhe second wave of nerve-splitting pain was the worst, causing her to 

shoot up from the chair. Der muscles tightened as she stumbled to her side, 

right into @elly’s tool tray, scattering scalpels and extra pins all over the Toor. 

!he held herself back with every Fber of her being, forcing herself not to reach 

over and try to rip the thing off. !he reached back for the chair but slipped and 

fell to a knee. !he held her shrieking arm to her chest and locked her Yaw, the 

strain so severe it threatened to burst her stitches.

“A-Aianaq” @elly called out, rushing to her side. “I-I’m sorryq I should have 

given you painkillersq”

“ISrefused themSfor a reason,” Aiana retorted, wheePing as trauma-rid-

dled breaths rolled in and out of her lips. zs the pain gradually faded, she 

pressed her left hand against the ground and closed her eyes, Fghting a 

near-losing battle against her waning consciousness. Worcing her eyes back 

open, sweat poured from her face, dribbling against the Toor like cascading 

bullet shells.

Aiana dragged a foot forward and attempted to stand before slipping a 

second time. !he threw an arm out, tightly grabbing hold of the chair as she 

stopped herself from faceplanting into the Toor. !he took several shallow, 

trembling breaths and began to Fnally hoist herself back up.

@elly’s body turned rigid and stiff, her eyes wide and staring as the com-

mander rose. “It worked,” she said, sounding entirely gobsmacked.

Aiana glanced over, unsure of what @elly meant at Frst as she focused 

on recovering from the bursts of pain. Rhat was, until she realiPed the arm 

supporting her weight and holding onto the chair was her damaged one. 
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!he slowly released the chair and eyed the brace, twisting her wrist as she 

analyPed it. Rhe previously bulky, pin-dotted bracer now appeared as a 

sleek, tight sleeve wrapped around her entire forearm. “Impressive . . .”

“—-—ryn handled the mathematics. I Yust designed it,” @elly stuttered, 

Fddling with her red plastic glasses.

“Nou have my thanks,” Aiana stated, bending over and grabbing a 

towel that she’d knocked to the Toor along with @elly’s tools. !he then 

proceeded to wipe the copious amount of glistening sweat from her face.

“Aon’t mention it,” @elly beamed as the commander steadily proceed-

ed toward the door. “Ma’am . . . are you sure you don’t need anything?”

“Rhe pain’s either already subsided, or I’m numb, so yes,” Aiana an-

swered, coming up to the door.

“Aiana . . .” @elly softly called.

Aiana froPe and hovered her hand over the handle. !he exhaled, low-

ering her eyes as the conversation was inevitably steered back to @elly’s 

reCuest. “Hhat?”

“Hhatever you end up doing. jlease, remember, beneath all of it . . . 

she’s Yust a child. . . .”

Aiana sCueePed her hovering hand into a Fst. Der throat dried with 

pity, as she knew Yust how fond @elly had grown of the little Orphan she’d 

fostered. Eut she knew she couldn’t let herself dwell on it.  Doping her 

silence would be enough of an answer, she grabbed the door handle and 

swiftly exited the lab.

“'ust get this over with, Aiana,” she softly said to herself before adYust-

ing her posture and beginning to make her way down the hall.
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Eonnie was restlessly pacing the empty armory. !he was deep in thought, 

analyPing their predicament over and over again, however, each time she 

came to !amantha, it was like she hit a wall. !he couldn’t Cuite tell if it 

was a mental block or if it was a hunch that something was off.

“!omething on your mind?” —mma asked, closing her locker and sitting 

back against an aluminum bench.

“z lot of things, actually,” Eonnie said, stopping Yust in front of —mma.

“Hell?” —mma Cueried, twisting her hand as if to coax the information 

out of Eonnie.

“!am’s patterns are signickantl. different,” the blonde began. “!he’s far 

more direct. !he gunned it for an exit the moment she got out.”

“!o . . . she’s smarter?”

“More like . . . fokused. !he used to react like a cornered predator, and 

to a degree she still does, but before . . . it was more like an aggressive, 

internal hunger for dominance. It’s why she and Earry butted heads sow

muk’.”

“It’s also what got her, y’know . . .” —mma gulped.

“@illed.” Eonnie exhaled. “Neah. It’s not her fault .  .  .” Rhe Orphan 

frowned. “!he was never really able to control her instincts. —very time 

her eyes changed, I’d have to break up some sort of Fght before somebody 

got themselves killed.”

“Hait . . . her eyes?” —mma prodded.

“Nes. Our eyes, when they shift in color?”

“Bo, no, I  know t’at.” —mma scoffed. “Hhen I saw !amantha, they 

weren’t solid.”

“Hhat?”

—mma placed a Fnger beside her eye. “Rhey kept . . . (ikhering.”

Eonnie blinked. “Nou’re serious?”

—mma nodded.
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Eonnie nibbled on her lip, looking down as she took a moment to col-

lect her thoughts. !he never knew !amantha to Fght against her instincts, 

especially when she was desperate. jerhaps something was different, 

possibly better, or terribly wrong.

“Eonnie? zre you alright?” —mma asked, leaning forward to try and 

meet Eonnie’s blank stare.

“Dm?” Eonnie hummed, glancing back up. “I’m Fne.” !he beamed. 

“'ust processing is all.”

Rheir conversation was cut short as the entrance to the armory sud-

denly pulled open. Rhere stood Aiana, curiously eyeing the pair before 

stepping in and approaching her locker. “Is everyone prepped?”

“Nes, ma’am. Rhey’re loading up the Dumvees,” —mma replied.

“Lood,” Aiana said, reaching for her locker.  “Hhy aren’t you with 

them?” !he shot a sideways glance at —mma.

—mma winced and avoided her gaPe. “Bo . . . reason, ma’am. 'ust need-

ed time to think.”

“Aon’t we all . . .” Aiana mumbled to herself.

Eonnie watched as the commander pulled open her locker and Cuickly 

noticed that, as she began to pull out and adorn her newly replaced gear, 

she seemed to be going to great lengths to avoid looking at the door. Rhe 

blonde leaned in to take a peek and smiled as she spotted a photograph 

taped to the door Yust under the magnetic mirror.

It was a photograph of Aiana. Hithin it, she appeared much younger, 

possibly even over a decade younger. !he looked noticeably pregnant and 

was holding a much smaller, shy-looking man. Hith identical rings and 

big smiles on their faces, they seemed like a typical happy couple.

“Nou two look excited,” Eonnie commented.
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Aiana stiffened upon noticing Eonnie’s smile and nosey gaPe. !he glanced 

at the photo and sighed out her nose. zs she Fnished pulling on her vest, her 

shoulders slumped slightly, and she reached up to grab the door.

“Hhat did you two name . . .” Eonnie started but hit her brakes as she 

noticed something missing from Aiana’s handSthe ring. “. . . it.”

“Nou talk far too much,” Aiana stated, punctuating her words by slamming 

the locker door shut.

Eonnie winced at the loud clatter of cheap metal but wasn’t about to back 

down. “Maybe . . . but, I’m genuine,” she assured. “He’re all people at the end 

of the day, aren’t we?”

“He’re divorced,” Aiana answered bluntly, though Eonnie easily picked up 

on how close her voice was to cracking. It was as though merely mentioning 

it started to reopen old wounds.

bidws’ew’a)ewawmiskarriage?w aswt’erewsomewsortwofwakkident? Eonnie mused, 

entirely unsure. Eut instead of prying any further, she fought against her own 

curiosity and decided to stay Cuiet.

“Durry your asses up and get outside,” Aiana coldly ordered before step-

ping past Eonnie and heading back out through the entrance.

Once they were alone, —mma uneasily sighed and scratched the back of her 

head. “Nou . . . really shouldn’t ever pry into Aiana’s private life.”

“Nou don’t say . . .” Eonnie muttered, still staring at the door as she con-

tinued to picture what might have happened. “!he certainly seems sensitive 

about it.”

“!he’s inkrediHl. sensitive about it,” —mma noted. “If you don’t want the 

barrel of her gun in your face, I wouldn’t bring it up again.”

Eonnie frowned, as she wasn’t usually one to deny her own curiosity. 

“EutS” she started, turning to face the captain.

“Buh-uh,” —mma interYected, raising her hand and extending a Fnger to 

shush the other blonde. “Bo buts.”
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Eonnie’s face reddened a bit, both in embarrassment and light frustration, 

but she knew well enough it wasn’t her place to start digging.





Chapter Seven

Overdue Innocence

O ver the evening, the frigid autumn air had practically magnetized the 

girls to one another. They’d have been shivering were it not for the 

warmth they shared in their embrace.

Samantha had fully sunk into Willow’s arms, and as far as she knew, the 

little Orphan was entirely at peace. While Willow had woken up at least twice, 

Samantha seemed to not so much as stir once the entire evening.

Sometime in the early morning, Willow awoke for a third time. She purred 

partly as the cold air tickled her nose. It made her shiver slightly, though she 

moved little underneath Samantha’s surprising weight.

She exhaled with a subtle grunt, a bit sore from Samantha lying directly 

on top of her, but she didn’t seem to mind. She smiled loosely and pulled her 

hand up to pat the girl on the head. “What a big scary monster you are,” she 

softly whispered with a snicker.

Willow slid to the side of her bed, out from underneath her newfound 

friend. She quietly stood and peered out her window. The morning was still 

young, and the yellow of the sun had yet to even graze the horizon. That fact 

gave her an ingenious idea.

Samantha Lnally began to squirm in discomfort. She didn’t appreciate 

having her heat source thieved away. The longer she was left by her lonesome, 

the more she shivered and stirred. It wasn’t long before her listless eyes peeled 

open and sent forth a soft blue glow over the sheets. She released a whine, 

appearing to have an inability to sleep without a companion.
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“Yook who’s awake,” Willow’s soft voice cooed, noticing the glow. She slid 

her ?annel on and knelt beside the bed to meet Samantha’s tired eyes. “—ou 

slept like a rock.” She giggled. “I have a surprise for you . . . but I’m gonna have 

to cover your eyes until we get to it, alrightH”

“WhaC” Samantha started, before cutting herself off with a yawn. Der 

tendrils curled up and around the headboard before slowly dragging her up to 

a sitting position. “-an’t we sleep some moreH” she murmured, lethargically 

rubbing her eyes.

“—ou’ll really like it,” Willow whispered. “I promise,” she assured with a 

wink.

Samantha’s Lngers tingled, and she sheepishly nodded. Aoing as she was 

told, she moved off the bed to her feet. “—ou won’t let me bump into anything, 

wJwill youH” she stammered.

Willow snickered, “Of course not.”

She reached down, softly grasping one of Samantha’s hands. Der other 

arm then slid over her shoulder before her hand blocked the Orphan’s view. 

“-’mon. It’s a bit of a walk.”

The two quietly trekked down the stairs and out the door. Aespite the fact 

that her eyes were covered, Samantha could tell it was still dark out, mostly 

due to the excess chill in the air. She was confused and unsure of what could 

be so fascinating outside in the shadows.

“jre we there yetH” Samantha asked as they came to a halt, tightening her 

Lngers around Willow’s hand.

“—es. Nust a little longer though until you can see it,” Willow declared, 

impatiently rocking back and forth in the grass.

The grass . . .

It took Samantha some time to register what it actually was. She could feel 

it snaking between and clinging to her toes, hugging the sides of her feet and 

tickling her soles.
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Samantha’s attention was stolen a second time by a sudden heat that 

draped over her body. She perked up, turning her head around a bit with 

Willow’s hand still held over her eyes. The warmth was unlike that of the 

bed, heating her front yet not even grazing her back. It was familiar, but 

at the same time so . . . foreign.

“jlright.” Willow beamed, slowly pulling her hand away from SamanJ

tha’s face. “Take a look.”

Samantha rapidly bat her lashes as a sudden in?ux of light assaulted 

her eyes. She quickly raised her hand, blocking the source to give herself 

time to adBust. js her vision returned to her, she slowly lowered her hand 

then suddenly gasped. She felt as though energy had beamed directly 

through her skin, stripping away the circles beneath her eyes and the 

lethargy plaguing her body.

j burning mass of pinks, yellows, and oranges illuminated the horizon, 

gleaming across the clouds and coating the farm in a dazzling spectacle 

of light.

“j . . . sJs . . . sunriseH” she stammered, refusing to blink as she stared 

at the vista before her.

“I Lgured you’d like to see one,” Willow smiled and softly rubbed the 

back of Samantha’s hand with her thumb.

The Orphan’s words were completely stolen. Though she’d already 

spoken little, the glory of the early morning sun made her wish to speak 

even less. Mothing else made her realize how truly alone she’d been in 

those walls. Of all the things she’d missed, this was by far the greatest.

She fell onto her rear in the grass and continued to watch as the sun 

rose. She hardly noticed time slip past her, as seconds turned to minutes. 

Refore she knew it, the sun had climbed even higher, though not high 

enough to burn her eyes.
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“Where I’m,” Samantha gulped. “Where we’re from . . .” She exhaled, leanJ

ing her head back and gazing at the clouds painted in soothing pinks. “There’s 

no sun . . . no grass, no one who . . .” She choked, quivering as she pushed out 

the last word, “cares.”

“I care.” Willow smiled, placing her other hand over their linked Lngers. “I 

care more than you think.”

“WhyH” Samantha sniveled, using little strength to pull her hand away 

from Willow.

Willow frowned curiously, as though she’d never been asked something 

so simple before. “Why,” she repeated, facing the sun and placing her palms 

behind herself on the grass. “To be honest . . . I don’t think I really know.”

Samantha hugged her knees to her chest and peered sideways at Willow 

through small gaps in her hair.

“:aybe it’s ’cause I Bust like helping people. . . .” Willow softly speculated, 

a smile returning Bust as quickly as it had left. “:aybe it’s because aiding in 

other people’s happiness makes me feel good.”

“What about . . . your ownH” Samantha asked.

“jm I not happy right nowH” Willow giggled, looking back toward SamanJ

tha. The smile on her face shone nearly as radiantly as the sunrise illuminatJ

ing them both.

Samantha eased up and released her legs. She hesitantly placed her palms 

on the grass, mimicking Willow’s position, and looked back toward the gloJ

rious morning sun.

“I know Foxy is afraid that people will come looking for you. Rut, even if 

they do, I won’t have regretted a thing.”

“—ou . . . won’tH” Samantha mumbled.

Willow gently slid her hand across the grass, lightly touching Samantha’s 

Lngers with her own. js their young eyes met, she tilted her head and whisJ

pered, “Of course not.”
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Foxanne rolled onto her side, still stuck in the alluring trance of a deep slumJ

ber. She’d Lnally managed to stay asleep after an almost endlessly restless 

night. Several times, she’d shot up in a cold sweat, stampeding up the stairs 

to check on her sister, only to Lnd two young girls each time, sleeping quietly 

in each other’s embrace.

The nightmares were almost the same each time! some horrid fate befalling 

Willow at Samantha’s hand, and sometimes someone else’s. Aespite panickJ

ing each time, she was able to calm herself after checking on the pair.

It perplexed her beyond reasoning. Dow could something look so monJ

strous, yet be so harmlessH Rut after the Lfth or so time she’d woken up, she 

began to realize . . . Samantha’s fangs and tendrils were about as important 

as the songs she’d be dancing to the coming evening. 

Foxanne Bittered before Berking awake once more, though not at the fault of 

her nightmares. The television was emitting a shrill, earJshredding shriek as 

a line of text ran across the center.

The Orphanage Foundation approves this message. Do not turn off your device.

She grumbled to herself, squinting at the black screen and white text. This 

wasn’t like any emergency alert she’d seen, especially considering they had 

Bust gotten through tornado season.

“Orphanage . . . GoundationH” She hummed curiously, reading the text 

aloud as it scrolled for a third time. She noticed a symbol in the background, a 

circle with a cross. It was simple, yet something about it made her spine tingle 

in unease.

js the graphics changed, a Ritcrushed voice began to accompany the text 

appearing on the screen.
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The Orphanage Foundation has been permitted to issue this alert on behalf of the 

Massachusetts State Government. Please stand by.

“WillowPH” Foxanne called out, leaning against the couch and looking back 

through the kitchen. She waited a moment. Mo response. They were probably 

still asleep.

Do not be alarmed. We are an organization dedicated to your safety. Police 

presence in the area has been reduced, and Foundation personnel are being deployed 

to contain a breach. If you encounter any strange females between the ages of 

thirteen and eighteen who bear abnormal physical features, contact your local police 

immediately, and you will be redirected to our temporary phone line.

Foxanne then glanced at a nearby landline on her coffee table and, for a 

moment, considered picking it up.

These are not children. They are highly dangerous anomalous entities and will 

kill on sight. Do not engage with them in any capacity, be it speech or eye contact. If 

they attempt to approach you, or speak to you, run as far as you can and contact us 

immediately. Foundation personnel will respond accordingly.

The broadcast concluded with the same large hollow white circle that had 

been in the background. It was ?ickering in the center of the screen, with a 

white cross fading into view inside of it. The symbol held for about half a 

minute before cutting to static rather than whatever must’ve been playing 

before.

Foxanne was numb. Mot only were there people looking for Samantha, but 

they Bust lied to the entire county. jt least . . . she was pretty sure they had 

lied. Dow could she believe a word of what they said when Samantha hadn’t 

even shown a hint of aggression so farH

She rose up, quickly looking around the room for something to distract 

herself before she had a fullJblown panic attack. “What if they aren’t lyingH” 

She wheezed, glancing toward the landline once again. “What if . . . What if 

Willow’s in dangerPH”
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She began to pace with no speciLc direction in mind, and Bust as her stress 

began to reach its peak, she stopped behind the couch right before a large bay 

window. She planted her hands against the glass, staring out into the lawn.

Samantha and Willow were out there sitting together, leaning on each 

other and Bust watching the sunrise.

Foxanne stepped back. “She’s harmless,” she murmured, lowering her 

hands to her side. j soft whimper escaped her lips. She didn’t know what to 

do. . . .

“Dey, SamH”

Samantha had lost herself in the moment, having completely melted into 

Willow’s side. “DuhH” She hummed, peering up past the girl’s shoulder.

“-an I ask you a questionH”

Samantha sat up straight. “jJanything,” she stammered, nodding quickly 

while holding her hands to her chest.

“Why do your eyes do that . . . thingH” Willow curiously inquired, though 

she avoided directly looking at Samantha, possibly realizing the question was 

likely personal.

Samantha’s face scrunched, perplexed as to why it mattered. “UlowH”

“MJno,” Willow stuttered. “I mean, yesP RutC”

“RutH” Samantha said, raising a brow.

“What I meant was why do they . . . ?ickerH” Willow questioned with a tilt 

of her head.

“Oh . . .” Samantha dug her nails into her palms. “That. I don’t know much 

about it, but . . .” she mumbled. “I don’t even like thinking about it. I worry 

that it’ll . . .”
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“It’ll . . . whatH”

“I don’t . . . I don’t know,” Samantha whimpered. “When they change, I 

feel like I’m Bust being dragged along. It’s like I’m Bust . . . moving without 

thinking. Yike everything I’m doing, in that moment, is to protect myself. Rut 

I’m not the one doing it.” She gulped, quivering at the bodily disconnect she 

so vividly recalled. “I almost can’t even breathe when it’s happening. It’s like 

I’m being controlled by another . . . me. I get so violent, aJand defensive,” 

Samantha stammered, her tendrils tightly constricting around her waist, the 

same tendrils that so easily swept their blades through ?esh as if merely 

parting melted butter.

Willow seemed to be speechless, as though she’d begun to piece together 

what Samantha had done by her words alone. Rut it didn’t seem to bother 

her, as she scooted across the grass to close the distance between them.

“I’m scared of myself,” Samantha suddenly whimpered, glancing over to 

Willow. “I don’t want to hurt anybody. . . .”

The farm girl then scooped up Samantha’s cheeks in her hands. “Shh,” she 

cooed. “Mo one is going to make you hurt anyone.”

Samantha held her breath. Der cheeks began to burn ever so slightly in 

embarrassment as she was forced to look Willow directly in the eyes.

“Foxanne and I will make sure that nobody Lnds you,” Willow explained. 

“We’ll keep you safe, I promise,” she assured, gently wiping the misty bags 

beneath Samantha’s eyes with her thumbs. “OkayH”

Samantha snif?ed and nodded. “I wasn’t always like this,” she said.

“What do you meanH” Willow asked.

Samantha glanced downward as her tendrils uneasily shifted.

“I mean . . . I kind of Lgured you weren’t born that way.” Willow chuckled.

“Well . . .” Samantha smiled, almost snickering at the tease. “Mo . . . I wasn’t, 

but I meanC” She ran her Lngers against the cables. “jll . . . metal-like.”

“What were you like beforeH”
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“Roney,” Samantha recalled.

“Boney?”

“:y skeleton and all four of these were at one point. Mow all that I’ve got left 

is . . .” Samantha hooked the corner of her lip with her Lnger, brie?y showing 

off her pearly whites along with her Lngernails.

“Mothing elseH” Willow frowned.

Samantha plucked her Lnger from her mouth and shook her head.

“What happenedH” Willow asked hesitantly.

“I don’t remember much . . .” Samantha sighed. “Rut I remember her. . . . I 

remember what she smelled like, even amid the stench of gunpowder.” She 

growled.

“DerH”

“Diana.” Samantha snarled, her hot breath seeping through her teeth. She 

held her eyes shut in an attempt to calm herself, lest her eyes begin to shift 

again.

“What did she doH”

“She’s the reason I didn’t escape the Lrst time.” Samantha grimaced. “I 

remember her shouting. I remember the ?ash of their guns. Then the next 

time I woke up, I . . .” She opened her eyes. If she kept them closed, she’d start 

to visualize it.

“Vins, everywhere, poking me all over. I couldn’t breathe. . . . I couldn’t see 

myself, or my body, but I felt like I was Bust . . . falling apart.”

“Oh my god,” Willow softly gasped, covering her mouth in shock.

Samantha sat quietly, calming down after her frightening recollections. 

She was looking off toward the sun as it now hung rather high, the beautiful 

pinks of its rise now gone. She slumped back against Willow and nestled her 

head into her side before mumbling, “WillowH”

“—eahH”

“jm I . . . scaryH” she asked.
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“ScaryH”

“jre you afraid of meH” Samantha whimpered.

“jbsolutely not,” Willow stated conLdently. “If anything, you remind me 

of a reaperP”

Samantha whined a bit, “Is that badH It sounds scary. . . .”

“Mo, noP It’s notP Feapers are . . . like, big skeleton guys in black cloaks with 

a scytheP Yike the ones you have on your . . . tentaclesH” Willow hummed, 

almost unsure of what to call them.

“Oh . . .” Samantha frowned.

“Some people are afraid of them, but I think they look coolP” Willow 

beamed, grabbing Samantha’s hands. “Nust like I think you look coolP”

Samantha’s eyes twinkled slightly. Aid Willow really mean thatH “—ou 

think I look . . . cJcoolH”

“-ooler than anyone I’ve ever met,” Willow said, curling her Lngers against 

Samantha’s.

“-an you,” Samantha gulped, “show me what a reaper looks likeH”

Willow giggled and rose to her feet, practically dragging Samantha up with 

her. “I’m going to show you a lot of things.”

js the two walked into the foyer, hand in hand, it didn’t take long for Willow 

to notice Foxanne’s footsteps upstairs. “FoxyH”

“—eahH” Foxanne bellowed from up the steps in her own bedroom.

“jre you going to sleep some moreH” Willow asked.

“Vrobably,” Foxanne replied, walking out to the banister. She’d Lnally 

changed her outLt from last night, having put on a brown ?annel and Beans. 

“Though . . . not for very long. I’m picking up a lunch shift today at work.”
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“Yunch shiftH WhyH” Willow asked, almost dumbfounded as to why a strip 

club would even be open for lunch.

“Arunk horny businessmen, that’s why. It’s Griday, they get a little too 

excited for the weekend andC” Foxanne cut herself off and knit her brows 

while staring down at Willow. “Why am I telling you thisH Shouldn’t you be 

getting ready for school, young ladyH”

“Rut who will look after SamH” Willow feverishly questioned.

“I don’t want to be alone. . . .” Samantha muttered, lowering her head and 

tightening her grip on Willow’s hand.

Foxanne sighed, pinching the bridge of her nose as she accepted Willow’s 

begging almost immediately. She didn’t have the time, nor the patience, to 

argue. “I’ll call the school and tell them you’re sick. Rut you gotta get Sam 

ready over the weekend to be on her ownP —ou can’t miss any more school, got 

itH”

“—es, FoxyP” Willow beamed. “Thank you, thank youP” She giggled, squeezJ

ing Samantha’s hand, prepared to drag her off to the living room. Rut before 

she could, Foxanne released a shrill whistle to maintain her sister’s attention.

“One more thingP Don’t take her outside during the day. Uot itH” Foxanne 

ordered without a hint of ?exibility in her tone.

“I . . . RutC” Willow whined, but stopped, recognizing the seriousness in 

Foxanne’s tone. “I understand.”

Foxanne nodded. “Uood . . .” With a sigh, she turned and listlessly stepped 

back toward her room.

“I’m gonna be on my ownH” Samantha questioned with a growing frown.

“On :onday, probably,” Willow admitted, beginning to haul Samantha 

through the kitchen and to the living room. “;nless I can convince Foxy to 

let me take one more day off.” She snickered. “Rut I’ll make sure you’re ready 

either wayP”

“IJI don’t know if I’m ready to be on my own again. . . .”
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“It’s okay. School only lasts into the afternoon anyway. Ry three, I’ll be back 

here with you.” Willow reassuringly explained, releasing Samantha’s hand 

and rounding the couch. “Rut for now,” she plopped down on the seat, “we’ve 

got a whole weekendP”

“What do you do on a . . . weekendH” Samantha slurred, as if never once 

uttering the word.

“j lot of the time I Bust kinda futz around on my phone, y’knowH”

“What’s a phoneH” Samantha asked, cocking her head to the side.

Willow reached into her pocket and pulled out a sleek black cellphone in 

a squishy gray case. She held it in front of Samantha Bust after the girl sat 

down then clicked the power button. The sudden ?ash of the screen startled 

Samantha at Lrst, but she quickly became intrigued.

“Is it a lightH” Samantha questioned before raising her hand up and quickly 

poking at the screen. “Oh,” she squeaked as the background faded and a 

keypad came up. She proceeded to press the number one four times until the 

phone buzzed that it was the incorrect combination.

“This is to keep people from getting into it, but I’ll show you how,” Willow 

radiated before pressing the numbers zero, one, two, and two. “SeeP” she 

cheered before turning the phone off and holding it out in front of the reaper. 

“Try it out.”

Samantha watched as the screen lit up once again, but as she reached to 

touch it, she stopped and stared at the background. It was a picture of the 

farm during a sunset. “What’s with the pictureH” she asked quietly.

“DuhH” Willow hummed and glanced down at the phone. “OhP That’s Bust 

a background. —ou can make it any picture you wantP”

“jny pictureH” Samantha inquired, almost in awe.

“SureP Dere, watch,” Willow said as she unlocked her phone. She pulled up 

her camera and then held it out in front of them both. She then placed her 

arm Lrmly around Samantha’s shoulders. “Smile, SamP”
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Samantha couldn’t help but grow ?ustered at being suddenly grabbed. 

Refore she knew what was happening, the photo had been taken.

Willow proceeded to pull up the image and set it to both her lock and 

home screen backgrounds. “YookP” She beamed, pressing the home button 

to exit the app.

Samantha’s eyes lit up. She thought she looked a bit silly being so red in 

the photo. Rut she couldn’t remember a time, if any, that she’d ever even 

been in one aside from Goundation mugshots.

“Ao you like itH” Willow asked, prodding Samantha’s shoulder.

Samantha sheepishly nodded.

Willow smiled brightly then proceeded to stuff her phone away. “Mow 

then, I could Bust search up a picture of a reaper . . . or I could show you the 

one on my postersP”

“There’s one on thoseH” Samantha asked, slightly surprised that she 

hadn’t noticed it before.

“Ao you want me to show you laterH” Willow softly inquired. “Gor now, 

we can Bust sit here and watch T<P”

“T . . . <H” Samantha said as she watched Willow scoop up an odd black 

rectangle. She stared curiously as Willow pressed a button, and the strange 

black box across the room illuminated. She leaned back against the couch 

once she realized it looked like Willow’s phone.

Refore she even knew it, she’d been fully captivated by the nature proJ

gram playing, and minutes had ?own by. Rut she was suddenly caught off 

guard as it was interrupted by . . . pizzaH

“What happened to the animalsH” Samantha softly whined.

“DuhH” Willow glanced back at Samantha then off toward the television. 

“Oh,” she gestured toward it with the remote, “that’s Bust a commercial.”

“j . .  .  coJmmerJshalH” Samantha mouthed, squinting at it. “What’s 

thatH”
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“-ompanies make them to try and get people watching to buy their stuff,” 

Willow explained.

Samantha huffed. “Rut I don’t care.”

“Mo one ever does.” Willow snickered.

Gollowing several more excruciating minutes of infomercials, Samantha’s 

happiness was restored as the footage of tigers and lions returned to the 

screen.

jfter roughly a half hour, the program concluded. Willow was noticeably 

antsy, and upon the completion of the show, began showing Samantha 

around the house while educating her on her daily activities. Grom how to 

microwave a bag of popcorn, to doing laundry, no matter how mundane the 

task, Samantha watched with eager eyes, and after hours of wandering the 

house, they ended up back in Willow’s room. The two were standing before 

some of her posters, notably one of a band featuring a boney grim reaper as 

their mascot.

Willow, proud of her posters, eagerly sought Samantha’s reaction to them. 

Rut she quickly found that Samantha seemed more unnerved than anything.

“That’s . . . what I remind you ofH” Samantha murmured, staring uncomJ

fortably into its soulless black eyes.

“Mot literally.” Willow snickered, before pointing right at the reaper’s 

scythe. “That mostlyP”

Samantha’s upperJright tendril steadily slithered over her shoulder, before 

laying its blade in her hands. She slowly ran her Lngers along its sharp edge. 

“jnd they . . . don’t make you uncomfortableH”

Willow grinned ear to ear. “Mot in the slightest.”
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“—ou . . .” Der cheeks ?ushed as she recalled Willow’s earlier words. “Feally 

think I’m coolH”

“-ooler than anyone I’ve ever met.” Willow maintained. “I’ve never met a 

girl like you, Sam.”

Samantha’s Lngers tightened around her tendril’s Lxed blade. She almost 

hugged it to her chest. She could feel her pulse through her Lngers against 

the cold metal as her heart rippled from her newfound friend’s kind words. 

Staring down at it, for the Lrst time, it wasn’t an eyesore. :aybe her looks 

weren’t so bad after all. . . .





Chapter Eight

Contact

A nother chilling evening, another long-held embrace to conserve the 

limited warmth beneath their covers. Samantha could easily get used 

to this. To her, Willow’s arms acted almost like a dream catcher, strangling 

the evil thoughts and fears that tried to assail her in the night. If this was what 

sleeping beside someone granted, she never wanted to let go of it.

Just as the day before, Willow had awoken early. But this time before leav-

ing, she ensured Samantha was warm and snug with an extra blanket and a 

pillow to snuggle.

Willow then trecked down the stairs and greeted her groggy, frizzy-haired 

sister before they both began to work on breakfast. After roughly an hour, the 

two had produced a plentiful amount of food. But as much as she wanted to 

dive right in, she Hgured it’d be best to make sure Samantha was awake.

She wandered back upstairs and into her room, only to Hnd that Samantha 

must’ve been up for some time. She was not only awake but stretching on 

top of the bed with the Cexibility of a feline. She was face down against the 

sheets, pushing herself along the length of the mattress with her hands. “er 

legs were spread apart, nearing a full split. If her feet went any further, she’d 

slide right off the bed.

Samantha Hrmly palmed the sheets and began to lower her waist while 

pushing her front upward. “er back crackled as she began to arch it, which 

only egged her to bend herself further. A relieved groan slipped past her lips 

as years’ worth of tension dissipated like dumbbells rolling off her shoulders.
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!aught up in her stretch, she didn’t immediately notice Willow observing 

her. But upon spotting the farm girl, she froze mid-contortion.

”Willowj— Samantha gulped, a blush wiping across her face as though 

she’d been slapped with a paintbrush. ”I was Y-Yust?—

”I didn’t know a person could bend like that,— Willow admired, setting her 

phone on a nearby dresser. ”I can’t even touch my toes.— She snickered.

Samantha’s tendrils slithered back around her hips, and she lowered her 

head, using her thick black hair as a shield to hide the grief of embarrassment. 

”I’ve always been able to.—

”I was Yust checking to see if you were awake. Nou were sleeping like a 

baby,— Willow teased.

”I-is that bad;— Samantha whimpered.

”Ro, not at allj— Willow exclaimed. ”Nou looked so cutej All bundled up in 

those blankets.—

Samantha couldn’t handle Willow’s gushingq it was making her all tingly 

and confused. ”Well . . .— she whined, ”the bed was warm . . .—

”There’s no shame in enYoying cuddling, Sam.— Willow snickered. ”When 

I was little and got too old to snuggle with Ooxanne, she was very upset. She 

used to call me her little blanket heater, hehe.—

Samantha peered up through her hair. ”!uddling;— she Euietly asked. 

”That’s what cuddling is;—

Willow nodded.

Samantha swallowed nervously. ”I like it. . . .—

”Just don’t tell Ooxanne I’m letting you snuggle me. She’ll get Yealous,— Wil-

low Yoked. ”Fhj— She hummed and placed her hands on her hips. ”Breakfast 

is getting coldj Ooxanne and I made a lot of food in consideration of your 

appetite. Nou’re hungry, ain’tcha;—

Samantha’s tendrils tightened around her gut as her stomach softly 

groaned at the mere mention of food. ”I-I guess.—



CONTACT 137

Then suddenly, like a housecat skittish to any change in its environment, 

Samantha seized at the sudden shriek of an unfamiliar chime. “er tendrils 

Euickly unfurled as she rolled forward off the bed and onto her feet. ”What 

was thatj;— she hissed, her cheek twitching as her eyes began to thirst, desir-

ing to shift their hue. In an attempt to stop it, she raised her hand and lightly 

smacked the side of her head with her wrist.

”!-calm down,— Willow stammered out. ”That’s Yust the doorbell.— She 

hummed as the chime echoed throughout the house again.

”Something’s wrong. . . .— Samantha wheezed, her skin Euickly prickling in 

alarm. She was staring wide-eyed past Willow and out toward the stairway 

banister, which was barely visible from the doorway.

”It’s alrightj— Willow proclaimed. ”I’ll go check it, okay;— She cooed and 

gently waved her hands in a feeble attempt to ease Samantha’s nerves. ”Take 

a deep breath. . . . Dverything is Hne, it’s probably Yust the mailman?—

”Ro, Willowj— Samantha called out, reaching for her, but by then Willow 

had already stepped out of the room and down the stairs.

Samantha ran after her and slid down to her knees in front of the banister. 

She peered down the Cight, grabbing hold of the rails as she watched Willow 

make her way to the door.

”Sam,— Willow sighed, smiling back up the staircase in an attempt to ease 

the girl’s uncertainty. ”I promise. It’ll be alright.—

As the chime rang yet a third time, Ooxanne stomped over from the kitchen, 

gunning straight for the door. ”Jesus !hristj— she shouted out, grabbing the 

door handle. ”Stop ringing my goddamn doorbellj— She tore the door open, 

only to Hnd her vitriol to be smacked away and replaced with soul-crushing 

anxiety.

Samantha lowered herself extremely cautiously and proceeded to slide 

backward against the Coor, as if trying to slither out of sight. The three indi-

viduals standing at the door were none other than G.T.G. agents, though she 
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didn’t recognize any of them. Pespite that, the red-headed woman standing 

between the two men rubbed her the wrong way, as if her smile were disin-

genuous.

”!an I help you;— Ooxanne snarled, practically spitting venom as she tried to 

simultaneously gulp down her concern.

”Ooxanne; Who’s at the door;— Willow called out, approaching her sister.

”Willow. Mo upstairs,— Ooxanne ordered.

”“ello,— the redhead hummed, smiling as she met Willow’s eyes. ”I’m !ap-

tain Annette Uarker. Ly friends and I Yust have a few Euestions for the both of 

you.—

”Anything you have to ask, I can answer,— Ooxanne barked, physically step-

ping between them. ”Willow,— she stated, peering over her shoulder. ”Mo. 

:pstairs,— she spat out a second time.

Willow backed up, but once Ooxanne turned back to the door, her curiosity 

caused her to stay put.

”There’s no need to be hostile,— Uarker assured, raising both her hands 

possibly as a display of friendliness, but Ooxanne saw it for what it was . . . 

a ruse.

”I can think of a few reasons,— Ooxanne hissed, eyeing the Hrearms Uarker’s 

companions were carrying.

”We don’t mean any harm. We’re Yust here to ask some Euestions.—

”<ike what;—

”We’re looking for a young girl?—

”Neah, I saw the emergency alert,— Ooxanne remarked, crossing her arms 

and leaning against the doorframe.
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”Nes . . .— Uarker winced. ”It’s pertinent that we Hnd her before anyone 

gets hurt.—

”So you can ‘terminate’ her, as your guys put it;— Ooxanne took a step 

forward to purposely invade Uarker’s space, forcing the captain to lean 

back a bit. ”This community doesn’t particularly like it when a child is 

demonized on television.—

”So I’ve noticed . . .— Uarker sighed, lowering her hands. ”The situation is 

much more complicated than you’d think. We don’t want to waste any of 

your time, or ours. If you answer our Euestions, we’ll be out of your hair.—

”Gine,— Ooxanne huffed, frustratedly digging her nails into her fore-

arms. ”Shoot.—

”“ave you seen a young girl with black hair and . .  . noticeable extra 

appendages;— Uarker inEuired.

Willow nervously gulped.

”Ro,— Ooxanne said without even batting an eye.

”Po you have any idea what tore up all that grass near your driveway;—

”Tired truckers veer off and rip it up with their tires all the time. It’s 

really annoying, actually,— Ooxanne murmured. ”!ould’ve been a deer 

getting plowed. I don’t know, I was working.—

”I see. . . .— Uarker hummed. ”So you’re sure you haven’t seen anything 

strange around here;—

”Nes,— Ooxanne seethed, pinching her arms with her Hngers so hard 

she’d begun to scratch herself. ”Would you mind getting off of my prop-

erty now;—

”Nes, yes,— Uarker waved. ”If you see anything, contact your local au-

thorities, and they’ll  alert us.— She placed her hands on her hips and 

turned to the side as if  about to step away. ”Fur target is dangerous. 

We’re only trying to protect the citizens of this county. I hope you can 

understand that.—
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”She’s not dangerousj— Willow shrieked from behind Ooxanne, likely 

having had enough of their lies but not realizing that she’d Yust swung the 

door open.

Ooxanne felt horror bolt through her chest. “er face went pale and her 

lips tightly pursed. She avoided eye contact with Uarker as she stepped back 

toward the door, staring blankly over her shoulder and out into the lawn.

”!ome again, kid;— Uarker inEuired, glaring past Ooxanne at the teenager.

Willow held her breath in regret, Hnally realizing her mistake, albeit far 

too late.

Uarker stood still for a moment as a sudden hush of silence befell them. 

She was staring, as if sizing up the two while processing Willow’s words. 

She slightly leaned back and then ordered over her shoulder to the men 

behind her= ”She’s here. !uff them both.—

Ooxanne immediately bounded forward, shoving Uarker back into her 

men before shrieking over her shoulder, ”Willow, runj—

It did little to stop them as the other two stomped in past Uarker after 

she steadied herself. Fne of them roughly grabbed Ooxanne by the arm. She 

protested, trying to push him off, but his broad physiEue made it almost 

impossible for Ooxanne to even put a dent in his stance.

”O-Ooxyj— Willow cried, reaching out and taking a step forward. ”<eave 

her alonej— But once the second man locked eyes with her, her muscles 

locked up. “er mind was screaming to run, but her body wouldn’t budge 

an inch.

As he began to approach, Ooxanne watched as her sister’s legs practi-

cally liEueHed into helpless, fear-stricken Yelly. ”Pon’t touch herj— Ooxanne 

screamed, thrashing around in the other man’s grip before he ended up 

pinning her arms behind her back.

”S-s-stay away from mej— Willow shrieked before wobbling and falling 

to her knees.
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Ooxanne began to panic, taking in labored breaths, helpless to come to her 

sister’s aid. She had to do something. Someone had to do something.

Before any of them could even blink, Samantha had shot down the stairs 

and hammered her weighty Hst into the man’s core. “er small but dense and 

callused knuckles bashed a dent into his chest, folding his armored vest as 

though it were mere construction paper.

“is throat tightened as he was forced to spit up the air from his lungs. 

Thrown from his feet, he helplessly tumbled against the withering Coor-

boards, landing nearly hard enough to go through the Coor itself. “e writhed 

for but a moment, gasping as he clutched his chest. The inwardly crumpled 

plate made it difHcult to replace his lost air, and in a few seconds, his eyes 

rolled back and he lost consciousness.

Uarker stumbled back with a frightened gasp. ”Oomanj— she cried out be-

fore Euickly reaching for her mic and screaming into it= ”Rumber Rineteen is 

herej—

Samantha carried her momentum forward, now rampaging toward Oox-

anne’s attacker. With a swift twist of her torso, one of her tendrils swung 

down and tore into the man’s shoulder. She Yerked him away from the woman 

and snapped two other tendrils upward, cracking him across the face with 

them.

Uarker’s heart dropped to her stomach before rebounding back up into her 

chest, reminding her not to let herself falter to fear. She snatched her sidearm 

off her hip and Euickly trained it on Samantha. ”Nou little?—

”Nou want mej— Samantha yelled, holding her arms and tendrils out in 

defense of the siblings. ”<eave. Them. Alone.—

”Sam, don’tj— Willow cried. But before she could even move, Ooxanne 

clasped a hand over her lips.

Ooxanne was trembling at the possibility of a HreHght starting in her house. 

With her eyes wider than full circles, she stared down at Willow and tight-
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ened her grip. She was wrought with thoughts of her worst nightmare= losing 

Willow. The only thing she had on her mind was to protect the only thing she 

had left.

”Met in the car, now,— she whispered.

Uarker’s trigger Hnger began to grow antsy. ”Anyone found harboring you 

is considered a threat and will be treated the same.—

”Nou can’t be seriousj— Samantha yapped.

”If you really cared about them, you wouldn’t have dragged them into thisj— 

Uarker shouted.

Samantha clamped her Yaw and her secondary set of teeth shot out like a 

collection of switchblades. ”If you touch a hair on their heads . . .—

”Nou’ll kill me; <ike you did Dvan’s entire sEuadj;—

Samantha’s nose twitched and she rolled her shoulders back. Willow al-

ready had some idea, but Ooxanne didn’t. . . . She likely didn’t want them to 

Hnd out what she’d done this way, but there was no stufHng that cat back in 

the bag now.

She slowly balled her clammy hands into Hsts. ”I . . .—

”Nou could have incapacitated them.— Uarker scowled. ”Nou could have 

Yust run past, but you didn’t, and you turned them into butcher’s scrapj And 

now,— she shouted, waving her gun in the air, ”because of you, Dvan doesn’t 

remember anythingj—

”What;— Samantha sEuinted in confusion. She didn’t know who Dvan was 

let alone how his memory was any of her concern.

”They had to give him a massive dosage of the second-highest grade 

Lem-Rarc we have,— Uarker mewled, her grip loosening in grief. ”“e doesn’t 

remember anything about his service. But it’s not like that matters to youj— 

she shrieked.

Samantha’s fangs sparked as she ground them while listening to the at-

tacks on her character. Uerhaps it was that she didn’t want to be painted in 
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a bad light before her two new friends, or that she was tired of being pushed 

around. ”What would you have rather I donej;— she barked back, snapping 

her maw.

“er sudden conHdence seemed to startle Uarker enough for her to take 

another step back.

”Mive upj; <et them take me back to that concrete boxj;— Samantha loudly 

lashed out.

”At least then no one would have gotten hurtj But you . . .— Uarker snarled, 

emphasizing her words by retightening her grip. ”Nou had to be sel!sh.—

”Nou’d better get off of that high horse before I smack you down myselfj— 

Ooxanne suddenly shouted, stomping up Yust beside Samantha.

Uarker winced and turned, now unsure of who to train her weapon on. 

”Dxcuse you?—

”Dxcuse me;—  Ooxanne  rebutted.  ”Po  you  not  have  mirrors  in  that 

fucked-up world of yoursj;—

Samantha Euickly glanced over, looking up at Ooxanne as the woman stood 

at her side. A soft breath slipped past her lips as her Yaw loosened, as though 

shocked that Ooxanne would defend her after that revelation.

”Nou obviously haven’t looked at yourself in a long time if you can stare a 

child in the eyes and tell her she’s selHsh for wanting to be rid of you maniacs,— 

Ooxanne accused.

”She’s a murdererj—

”She’s a childN— Ooxanne fumed, almost itching to step forward and punch 

the woman if she wasn’t brandishing a weapon. ”And you’re the real mon-

ster.—
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”Ooger that, !ommander, I’ll alert !aptain Uierce,— Briars replied, before 

clipping the handheld mic back onto their “umvee’s radio unit. She slid 

herself from the seat and out the open door of the vehicle before stepping 

off toward the others.

The sEuad lay in wait at a gas station, awaiting the word to move, 

which Briars had Yust received. Dagle was refueling the vehicle, and the 

other three sat at a picnic bench Yust outside the minimart.

The Yingle of a small bell mounted over the door rang as Dmma pushed 

it  open from the inside. Fut she stepped with Bonnie, both wielding 

hotdogs slathered with an unnecessary amount of toppings.

”Thank you againj— Dmma said, waving to the store clerk as the door 

closed. ”fothing like a good ol’ !hicago dog, kid. . . . !an’t Hnd this stuff 

out here in Lassachusettsj This is the only place,— she boasted as though 

declaring the location of a buried fortune.

Bonnie snickered, raising it  in an attempt to inspect the odd meat 

hidden beneath a mound of onions, relish, and peppers. ”!hicago; That’s 

where you’re from;—

”Born and raisedj— Dmma beamed, shining with pride. ”Though it’s . . . 

kinda gone downhill.— She grimaced but Euickly shook her head to dispel 

thoughts of home. ”Mo on, try it, you’ll like itj—

If Bonnie could roll her eyes down her throat, she would have. But it 

was time for her to taste this strange . . . concoction. She parted her lips, 

and after taking a nip out of the dog, each distinct Cavor steamrolled over 

her tongue. She couldn’t tell if it was disgusting or delicious. The pickled 

relish argued with the heat of the peppers, but both conCicted with the 

saltiness of the meat itself.

”So what do you think;— Dmma inEuired, eyeing the frozen blonde 

staring at the hot dog. ”Mood, right;—
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Bonnie lowered the hot dog and eyed it with an almost innocent smile. 

”Dmma, you know, even though Pad hated me, he always kept my sister 

and I well-fed. “e had the money, after all. Though after being forced to 

eat the slop the Goundation calls ‘,ood’ for so long . . .— She cringed, almost 

shivering at the thought of ever eating dry, lumpy mashed potatoes again. 

”I think I prefer fast food. It’s a good middle ground.—

”I mean, if it wasn’t good, it wouldn’t sell so well,— Dmma commented.

”Fh, sure.— Bonnie slid a smug glance Dmma’s way. ”That’s why there’s 

so many !hicago-style restaurants out here.—

Dmma peered at her beast of a hotdog and shrugged before biting 

it almost in half.  ”It’s an acEuired taste,— she spat with a mouthful of 

half-chewed mush.

”!an’t argue with that.— Bonnie chuckled, taking another nibble out of 

hers. It wasn’t bad by any means, it was Yust . . . odd. She liked her food 

to be simple and to the point. Too many toppings meant messy food and 

greasy Hngers.

”Bossj— Briars called out, Yogging over with a stoic Dagle in tow.

”“m;— Dmma hummed, turning her head. Fnce she spotted Dagle and 

Briars approaching, she forced down her mouthful and gagged, near-

ly choking. She straightened her posture and lifted her Hst,  coughing 

against the backside of her glove. ”What is it, Briars;— she Eueried.

”We’ve got a positive IP on Rumber Rineteen’s location. Molf made 

contact,— Briars relayed.

ShitT Dmma mused, her Hngers curling into the bun of her hotdog. ”That 

was fast. . . . Are you sure, <ieutenant;—

”!ommander Mray was the one who sent out the message,— Briars 

nodded. ”I’m sure.—
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Bonnie swallowed and the hotdog vanished from her hand. She peered 

up at Dmma, who reciprocated her gaze. She then nodded, her blonde hair 

lightly bouncing in response.

”I was hoping I’d have more time. . . .— Dmma sighed, tossing away her 

scraps.

That was enough of a signal for Bonnie. She stepped back and zipped 

off in a blur.

”Wha?— Dagle twitched then Euickly reached for his gun. ”That bratj 

I knew she’d try to ditch the moment we?—

”Stop,— Dmma stated, holding her hands up slightly in an attempt to 

temper him. ”She’s not running off.—

”What do you mean;— Briars Euestioned.

The captain gulped and placed her hands on their shoulders. ”Dpsilon 

. . .—

”Nes .  .  .  ma’am;— Dagle cocked a brow, glancing down at the hand 

planted on him.

”This is wrong,— Dmma declared.

”Uardon;— Briars blinked.

”This. All of this.— Dmma unnervingly chuckled, shaking her head as 

she released her grip. ”It’s so fuckin’ wrong. I wanted more time. I wanted 

to try and get you two on board without Yust dropping this on you, but,— 

she sighed, ”I haven’t got a choice now.—

”W-what is it;— Briars sEueaked. ”If something is wrong, !aptain, we 

can helpj— she cried, grabbing hold of Dmma’s vest.

”She’s asking us to turn on the Goundation,— Dagle said, eyeing Dmma 

closely.

Dmma’s brow slowly moistened with sweat. She could see he never 

stopped reaching for his gun. “is hand was resting on top of it. When he 

realized she noticed, his Hngers twitched.
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”What?— Briars sputtered, releasing her grip. ”!aptain, you . .  .  you 

can’t be serious. T-they’d come after usj—

”If I cared about that, I wouldn’t even dream of doing something this 

stupid.— Dmma snickered painfully. ”But I Yust have too big a conscience, 

I guess.—

”I don’t understand . . .— Briars whined.

”I’m going to do everything in my power to save Sam’s life,— Dmma 

explained.

”And you’re asking us to come with;— Dagle accused.

”It’s your choice,— Dmma said before taking a half step back, prepared 

to draw her weapon if needed. ”But if you try to stop me . . . it won’t end 

well.—

Briars released a tremor of a breath, like she was frightened by the 

prospect of a confrontation. But maybe she was Yust more afraid of losing 

Dmma. . . .

”What you’re asking for is treason,— Dagle snarled. ”We swore our loy-

alty to the Goundation, and by extension, our country.—

”And you don’t see anything wrong with that;— Dmma stated, stepping 

up and getting in his face. ”Nou don’t see anything wrong with guarding 

stolen children so they can be poked, cut, killed, and herded like lab ratsj;—

”What I think doesn’t matter.— Dagle leered.

Dmma winced as she felt something press against her vest. She knew 

exactly what it was= his gun. ”It does matter. There’s right and there’s 

wrong, <ieutenant.—

”We follow orders and do as we’re told.— “e then pulled back the ham-

mer. ”We don’t decide right and wrong.—

”Panielj— Briars cried, spitting out his Hrst name. ”Stopj—

”What, are you a traitor, tooj;— Dagle snapped, twisting and bearing his 

gaze down on the smaller female.
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Dmma suddenly swatted at the side of the gun, pushing the barrel toward 

the ground. Fut of reCex, he pulled the trigger, and the bullet sparked against 

the concrete.

She then Euickly reeled her Hst back and cracked her knuckles against 

Dagle’s nose. She felt it snap against her Hngers before contact was lost, and he 

was sent sprawling to the ground. Almost immediately, he lost consciousness 

as his head slammed back against the concrete.

In a panic, Briars drew her own weapon. But upon raising it at her captain, 

she found herself Euivering like the scared little girl she was.

Dmma sighed and raised her hands. ”Nou don’t have to stay, <ieutenant,— 

she frowned.

”I-I doj I can’t . . . I can’t leave,— Briars stammered. ”Ulease don’t leave me 

all alone,— she begged, her eyes watering as her Hnger wiggled against the 

trigger. ”Ulease stay. . . .—

”Nou know I can’t do that,— Dmma said.

”Uleasej— Briars choked out. ”They’ll come after you. They’ll make me come 

after youj I don’t want toj—

”Then come with me, dammitj— Dmma begged.

Briars Yumped, spooked by Dmma’s bellowing. It only worsened her trem-

bling. She couldn’t hold the gun straight anymore. If she Hred, who knows 

what she’d hit; ”T-then they’ll come after me, too. . . . There’s no winning 

against them, !aptainj— Briars cried out. ”There’s nothing we could do even 

if I?— She gulped and lowered her voice as if even speaking the hypothetical 

would get her in trouble, ”even if I did come . . .—

Just then, Bonnie suddenly appeared beside Briars and grabbed her wrist 

before stufHng her hands up in the air. She didn’t move, Yust stared Briars 

down, which seemed to be enough to completely break the girl’s spirit. Fnce 

the Hrearm slipped from her grasp and clattered to the ground, Bonnie re-

leased her and vanished before reappearing at Dmma’s side.
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Briars’s knees then failed her and buckled, causing her to collapse to the 

ground. She palmed the concrete with her gloved hands and hung her head 

low. “er eyes began to grow misty, but she couldn’t even bring herself to look 

up at the captain she’d Yust lost.

Dmma’s frown didn’t leave her. She felt an itch to shoot out her arm, reach, 

and continue pressuring Briars to come with them. But she couldn’t bring 

herself to say another word to the sobbing brunette. Dmma knew Briars 

wouldn’t be able to handle it, as that poor girl had always been too innocent 

for this line of work. She cared a great deal for her second-in-command, but 

if hurting her meant doing the right thing . . .

”Dmma,— Bonnie suddenly spoke up.

”Neah;—

Bonnie placed a hand on her hip and gestured toward the “umvee with her 

opposing thumb.

”Pid you take care of the other three;— Dmma asked.

”Are they shooting at you;— Bonnie huffed and cocked a brow. ”I followed 

the plan. They’re out cold and alive.—

Dmma peered behind them toward the picnic table. True to Bonnie’s word, 

all three of them were unconscious. Fne was still in his seat, and the other 

two were on the ground, having likely stood to try and Hght Bonnie. It didn’t 

seem to have gone their way.

”We should go,— Dmma noted. She reluctantly stepped past Briars, doing 

her best to ignore the stiCed sobs coming from the fragile soldier’s lips.

Bonnie bent over and scooped up Dagle’s handgun. She Cicked the safety 

on then pulled up her poncho and stuffed it into the waistband of her shorts. 

”I can’t imagine they’ve got her cornered already. . . . We’ll have to lay low 

until we hear something else, then make our move.—

”Neah,— Dmma afHrmed as they came up to the vehicle. She hesitantly 

peered back, ensuring none of her sEuad was back on their feet. They were 
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all still out cold, save for Briars, who had hunched over further and begun 

to bawl her eyes out. ”I’m sorry, Penise,— she whispered remorsefully before 

pulling the door open and climbing inside.

The stalemate between Uarker and the girls continued to painfully drag on. 

The captain’s psyche was waning, especially after Ooxanne’s continued bar-

rage of insults and accusations.

”I have no idea how you sleep at night knowing this is what you do,— 

Ooxanne condemned.

Uarker’s trigger Hnger itched. ”I’m Yust doing my Yob.—

”Oight,— Ooxanne scoffed. ”<ook the other way, I get it,— she remarked with 

a shrug. ”Because right and wrong only matters when it affects you.—

”Shut up . . .— Uarker trembled.

”I deal with your kind every day,— the stripper scowled, Caring her nostrils. 

”“appy to follow the big dogs, and as long as you get a pat on the head, and 

are told you did a good Yob, you’re content,— she accused before mockingly 

tilting her head. ”The skeletons in the closet don’t bother you as long as they 

aren’t yours.—

Samantha worriedly glanced over her shoulder at Willow, having heard 

the subtle puff of her inhaler. She gulped, turning back to face Uarker. This 

couldn’t go on much longer. She knew full well more would be on their way 

within minutes. ”Uarker, please?—

”If you talk any more, I swear to god,— Uarker hissed.

”!aptainj Po you need assistance;— one of the men from out by her sEuad’s 

“umvee called.

Uarker didn’t answer him.
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”Pon’t make it personal . . .— Samantha frowned. ”I didn’t have a choice.—

”Nou didj— Uarker barked.

”And will killing me really make you feel any better about itj;— Saman-

tha snapped back.

Uarker faltered and let loose a heavy, uncertain breath.

Seeing their window, Samantha glanced at Ooxanne and gently mur-

mured, ”Mo.—

”Are you sure;— Ooxanne asked, meeting her gaze.

Samantha nodded. ”I’ll be right behind you.—

”Pon’t you dare movej— Uarker shouted, taking a step forward.

Ignoring her shouts, Ooxanne Euickly turned and grabbed her sister. 

”Met to the car,— she ordered before gunning for the stairs.

Willow nervously bobbed and, without Euestion, made a run for the 

garage.

”I said, don’t movej— the captain roared again, this time taking aim at 

Ooxanne’s backside as she ascended the stairs.

But Yust as she pulled the trigger, Samantha snapped a tendril overhead, 

splitting the shot midair with her blade. Before the sparks from the shot 

colliding with the metal had even dissipated, Samantha bounded forward 

and twisted, ramming her foot right into the captain’s chest. Uarker was 

thrown from her feet, her weapon thrown, too, from her hands. She was 

sent straight out the open door, through the brittle porch railing, and onto 

the lawn.

As Uarker tumbled against the beige grass before her sEuad, one of the 

men frantically shouted out, ”The captain’s downj—

Samantha Euickly ducked from the doorway as the crack of gunshots 

began to rapidly ring out. Dach thump reverberated from the walls into her 

back as the bullets tore into the home. ”Automatics,— she hissed, grunting 

as a handful of shots broke through the weak wood and struck her legs.
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Gorced down to her knees, she kept low, waiting for the men, or at least one 

of them, to reload. But it seemed like their volley was endless. She rapidly eyed 

the items and furniture in the foyer, looking for anything she could throw 

or use as a shield. That was until the mufCed rev of an engine derailed her 

thoughts.

The men stopped Hring at her, if only for a brief moment, and began to 

scramble as the rusty station wagon crashed through the garage door. Pespite 

her dripping bullet wounds, she Euickly rose with concern once she realized 

Willow must’ve been the one driving.

The car smashed against the “umvee, slightly shoving it and lightly crum-

pling the station wagon’s hood.

Samantha burst out of the house, bounding over Uarker as she sprinted 

toward the crash. The men had taken their eyes off her and had begun to aim 

at the car. She hadn’t counted their shots and had no idea how many they had 

left, but she wasn’t prepared to let Willow get hurt for taking a reckless risk 

for her.

Samantha Yumped, Cying up into the air before landing perched right on 

one of the men’s shoulders. “er tendrils tore his riCe from his mitts, and she 

slammed her right elbow down against his scalp, knocking him out instantly. 

As he began to buckle, and the other noticed her, she leaped up onto the roof 

of the “umvee.

“er tendrils whipped the weapon she’d stolen at the second man, giving 

her enough time to pounce and tackle him against the ground. She rolled over 

him, allowing her appendages to tightly fasten around his limbs before she 

rose and threw him face-Hrst into a tree.

The third and Hnal agent was given Yust enough time to Hre approximately 

three shots into Samantha’s back. By the time she’d turned around, he’d 

pulled the trigger again, sending a high-caliber round right into her sternum. 

She gasped as the thundering blows of the bullets threw her off balance and 
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stole her breath. But she realized Euickly that he was still pulling the 

trigger. The only problem was that he’d run out of ammo.

Samantha’s breath returned with an angry hiss. “er eyes Cickered be-

tween their current passive state and an incredibly furious red. In an in-

stant, she’d lashed her tendrils at him, slicing up the Hrearm and gouging 

into his hands. Before he could scream, she silenced him with a solid kick 

to the face.

She let loose a guilt-riddled exhale, only realizing the damage she’d done 

to him once he was already down.

Samantha’s sickles passively whipped themselves free of blood, and her 

eyes ceased their Cickering instability. “owever, once the adrenaline left 

her, all that remained was soreness and singeing pain. .hat’s rightx

She winced and glanced down, spotting a small bloody hole in the front 

of her shirt and a handful of wounds dotting her legs. The blood streaks 

crawling down her thighs and calves had already dried, but the wounds 

were still fresh, as she’d yet to force the lead from her Cesh. She hadn’t even 

realized that she had been shot.

”Samj— Willow cried out, shoving open the driver’s door of the car. She 

was pale and Euivering after watching the violence unfold but seemed to 

be more concerned about Samantha’s plentiful wounds than anything else. 

”N-you’ve been hitj— she stuttered, grabbing hold of Samantha’s shoulders.

”N-yeah, a few times,— Samantha muttered before frowning slightly. 

”Sorry, I got the shirt you gave me dirty. . . .—

”I don’t care about that, you’re hurtj— Willow whined.

”Pon’t move . . .— Uarker ordered suddenly. She’d crawled to her weapon 

and forced herself back up during the scufCe. She looked Yust as irritated 

as before, albeit more ragged.

”B-but,— Willow stammered, ”she’s bleedingj—

”Ulease,— Uarker scoffed, ”as if a few bullet wounds can stop this mutant.—
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Samantha swayed partly but stood her ground and defensively pushed 

Willow behind her.

”Row that I have you two little brats right where I want you?—

The crank of a lever abruptly rang out behind the captain, interrupting her 

mid-sentence.

”I’d choose your next words very carefully if I were you,— Ooxanne advised, 

pressing the barrel of her father’s lever-action riCe against Uarker’s back.

Uarker grunted, her shaky grip yet again returning as she realized she’d 

completely lost.

”Uut it down, or I’ll blow a hole through your spine,— Ooxanne ordered, 

coldly delivering her ultimatum with a poke to the back.

Uarker sEuinted and slowly lowered her gun before dropping it in the grass. 

Laintaining eye contact with Samantha, she said, ”Nou can’t run from us 

forever.—

”Watch me,— Samantha huffed.

”Thanks, sweetie,— Ooxanne cooed, before thwacking Uarker upside the 

head with the butt of the riCe.

Uarker collapsed face-Hrst right beside the weapon she’d Yust dropped.

”Was that . . . really necessary;— Willow frowned over at her sister.

”They were shooting at us, and you’re asking if I went overboard;— Ooxanne 

cocked an eyebrow.

”We have to go,— Samantha mumbled, gritting her teeth and Euickly hiding 

away her chompers. It didn’t take her long to start wobbling. She slumped to 

the side, grabbing onto the car for balance.

”Samj— Willow cried, grabbing onto her in an effort to keep her stable.

”Willow, get her in the car,— Ooxanne ordered, stepping over the captain’s 

body. She approached the trunk and Yerked it open, then stuffed the riCe in 

the back under some blankets.

”B-but Ooxy, she’s hurtj—
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”And these guys could wake up any minutej— Ooxanne snapped back. ”Po 

as I say,— she snarled, slamming the trunk shut, ”and get in the goddamn carj—

Fnce she awoke, Uarker was met with the stinging throb of a pulsing welt 

upside her head. She groaned loudly and grabbed at the spot with both of 

her hands. She stirred uncomfortably as she struggled to put a Hnger on what 

eRactly had happened. That was, until she heard the sEueal of tires on the 

street as the three sped off.

”I’m not a failure . . .— Uarker wheezed as she struggled to her feet. She 

stumbled off toward the “umvee and, upon reaching it, collapsed against the 

hood.

She sharply inhaled, tensing up as a sudden realization struck her. “er 

men; Were they alrightj;

She peered down at the three scattered about the ground. All of them were 

down, but only one was bloody. She feared the worst?that Samantha had 

wiped another sEuad?until she noticed the bloodied one’s chest rise.

”They’re not dead;— Uarker relented, slumping her shoulders as they con-

tinued to breathe. They were Yust unconscious.

Oelieved, she staggered to the passenger door and Yerked it open. She 

crawled sluggishly inside and grasped the mic off the dashboard.

”!-!aptain Uarker reporting,— Uarker denoted, wincing as the pulsations 

from her bruise refused to relent. She rested her head against the dash, Hght-

ing the urge to barf with each thrashing throb.

”Mo ahead,— Piana replied from the other end.

”The subYect,— Uarker groaned, balling up her free hand as she struggled to 

even speak. ”She got away. Rineteen got away.—
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”Pammit . . . What’s the status of Molf;—

”Incapacitated,— Uarker murmured, ”but no fatalities.—

”And yourself;—

”I’m Hne,— Uarker hissed, lying through her teeth.

”Po you know where she went;—

”Rorthbound in a small station wagon, accompanied by a teenager and an 

adult female,— Uarker stated.

”Ooger that. I’ll send Dpsilon to intercept. “ang tight, a medical unit is on 

their way.—

”Nes, ma’am,— Uarker afHrmed before angrily slamming the radio down 

against the passenger seat, though her weakened state made it appear rather 

pitiful. ”Shit . . .— she wheezed, lowering her head against the seat and closing 

her eyes.

”Woodstock, huh;— Barry hummed against the ash stick in her lips. She raised 

her wrapped Hngers and plucked it from her mouth. ”I guessed right then.—

The snowy-haired girl exhaled some smog from her nose and crammed the 

end of the cigarette against her wrist. It singed her wraps but lost its light 

almost immediately. She then rolled it within her palm before Cicking it off 

into the dirt.

Barry peered past a street sign Yust ahead of her, staring into the bustling 

downtown hotspot of Woodstock. Ueople were shopping, eating out, enYoy-

ing their minimalistic lives, and simply living in the moment . . . despite the 

alert that had gone out. Laybe they Hgured it was a prank.

Barry shook her headq she envied the ability to live a carefree, normal life. 

Laybe for the moment, she was, but in the coming hours . . .
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She gulped.

She knew what she had to do.

“er eyelashes Cuttered as something moist struck her right eye. She wiped 

her face with her Hst and glimpsed upward. ?ain%

She could’ve sworn it had been sunny Yust an hour ago.

”“ow Htting . . .— Barry muttered, looking away from the storm brewing 

overhead. She already had one to worry about surging on the ground.





Chapter Nine

Woodstock

S amantha frustratedly growled and slammed her back up against 

the bench seat. Her skin had begun to twist and pinch the bullets, 

forcing them from her vesh with relatiWe ease albeit not without pain.

jillow was wobbling in the seat beside Samantha as if  waning in 

consciousness. Her breaths were ’ust as irregular as her preWious attack, 

though this time it seemed as though she was struggling to bring her 

inhaler to her lips. SheFd spent too much time worrying about SamanthaFs 

in’uries that sheFd neglected her own condition. Rinally managing to 

purse her lips around it, she sucked in a puff then closed her eyes and laid 

back against the door.

xoBanne, on the other hand, seemed far more stressed than either of 

them. She could hardly keep her hands planted on the steering wheel and 

was shaking so Wiciously that the car was occasionally swerWing. Staring 

ahead, down the road and into the rain past the whipping wipers, god 

only knows what she mustFWe been thinking.

zut Samantha had far more pressing concerns to worry about, as the 

only scrap of lead that hadnFt yet fallen to the voormats was the single 

shot that had struck her thigh.

Not this crap again. She whee-ed, glancing down before beginning to helpT

lessly mewl in agony. Ihe bullet didnFt budge an inch. Lf anything, her rapid 

healing only made it worse. qike a hangnail, her body was harming itself 

without eWen reali-ing it. Ihe skin of her leg further reddened, causing a spurt 
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of blood to “uickly gush from her thigh onto the cloth seat, and in response, 

Samantha let loose a helpless howl of pain.

?STSam”! jillow gasped, leaning up from the door. ?jhatFs wrong;”! she 

prodded and crawled across the seat.

?IhereFs,! Samantha seethed, her lips sputtering as she held down the urge 

to scream, ?one stuck in my leg;! She hunched oWer and palmed the wound 

before scrunching her Ongers and pinching at the skin. zut her efforts “uickly 

proWed futileN it was wedged far too deep for her Ongers to do the ’ob alone.

?Ah my god;! jillow gasped, practically hoWering oWer her. ?STSam, what 

can L do;”!

?Dothing;! Samantha blurted through gritted teeth while dragging her 

foot up into her lap. SheFd known jillow would react that way, likely asT

suming sheFd neWer haWe a problem with her own accelerated healing. zut 

sometimes . . . Samantha had to get a bit eBtreme. She ’ust wished jillow 

didnFt haWe to see it.

She leered at the sputtering bullet hole as her lower right tendril slithered 

under her arm. She almost immediately sunk its scythe into her thigh, only to 

sough in further anguish.

?jhat are you doing;”! jillow cried.

She dragged the blade back, tearing into her vesh to create an opening 

’ust wide enough for her Ongers to Ot in. Ance enough clearance had been 

proWided, she crammed two Ongers in and Onally managed to pinch the round 

and rip it from her muscles.

En eBasperated yet relieWed eBhale ’umped from her lungs as she plucked 

the blade from her leg. She slumped back against the seat, taking deep breaths 

and trying to blink away the water that had built up in her eyes. Ihe pain 

faded as the wound began to Onally stitch itself back up. Her hand fell to her 

side, releasing the bullet and allowing it to ’oin the rest on the voor. Yespite 

all of that, she hadnFt actually cried at all from the pain.
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—Wen with her eyes closed, she could tell jillow was staring at her. 

jhether it was out of horror, or concern . . . it didnFt matter. . . . She knew 

no matter what that the last thirty minutes must haWe completely shaped 

jillowFs perception of her. jhile she may haWe been innocent in regards to 

the aspects of dayTtoTday life, she was clearly Wersed in Wiolence.

?How many times haWe you had to do that”! jillow “uestioned.

?Ioo . . . many . . .! Samantha heaWily panted.

?Ere both of you alright”! xoBanne lowly asked from the front.

?Peah . . .! Samantha groaned, raising a hand to her bruised chest and 

scrunching her Ongers oWer it as it began to ache.

jillow sheepishly nodded while sitting back down. She had purposefully 

neglected to buckle her seatbelt, likely to remain as close to Samantha as 

possible.

xoBanne sighed in partial relief, though her trembly whiteTknuckle grip on 

the steering wheel didnFt wane. Ihere was something else she had to know.

?Samantha”!

Samantha gulped, keeping her head low. She knew what was coming. 

?Peah”!

?Ebout . . . what that woman said . . .!

?L:! Samantha whimpered, further curling her Ongers against her shirt. ?L 

didnFt want to, but they:!

?Do, stop,! xoBanne spat. ?L donFt . . . L donFt want to know what happened.!

Samantha raised her head ’ust enough that she could meet xoBanneFs ga-e 

in the rearWiew mirror.

?L ’ust need to know. . . . jere you telling the truth”!

?jhat”!

?Yid you haWe a choice”! xoBanne coldly asked.

Samantha frowned and leaned back against the seat. She almost didnFt 

eWen know anymore, especially after GarkerFs words. Ihe thing she feared 
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most was ’ust how theyFd perceiWe her. Do matter the answer she conceiWed, 

the possible responses only scared her further. Ell she could mewl out was a 

soft and gentle, ?Do. . . .!

Ln the silence following her answer, she couldnFt help but wonderM Yid they 

see her as the monster she knew she was now”

?qet me ask you both something now . . .! she “uietly chimed, looking at the 

voormat as she listened to the rain spatter against the sunroof hanging oWer 

her and jillow in the backseat.

?Co ahead,! xoBanne responded.

?jhy are you doing this”! Samantha in“uired.

?jhat, eBactly”! jillow hummed.

?xisking eWerything,! Samantha proclaimed, seeking an answer to the 

pairFs apparent altruism. ?Pou haWe no idea what youFre up against.!

?jell . . .! xoBanne murmured, ?why did you defend us”!

Samantha blinked and looked up, meeting xoBanneFs eyes in the rearWiew 

mirror.

?Pou couldFWe run right out the back and left us to them. zut you ’umped 

in. Pou protected us,! xoBanne recounted.

?L donFt . . . L donFt know.! Samantha hummed uncomfortably.

?Pour actions are much louder than their words. —Wen when presented with 

the opportunity to kill any of them, you didnFt. Dot eWen the one that took a 

shot at me.! xoBanne smiled, albeit barely. ?Pou arenFt what they say you are.!

Samantha grimaced. ?L donFt understand . . .!

jillow slowly scooped up SamanthaFs hands. She s“uee-ed them to get 

her attention, and when Samantha turned, she was met with a bright smile, 

though she could feel jillow still lightly trembling from the altercation. 

?PouFre more than whatFs on the outside.!

Samantha sat in silence, eWen as jillow leaned in and snuggled up against 

her side. She felt her tendrils almost act on their own, sliding oWer jillow and 
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tugging her close as if hugging the girl. —Wen if she didnFt fully belieWe what 

they said, it was nice to haWe someone belieWe in her.

?LtFs the truth, maFam, down to the last detail,! —agle pleaded, standing in the 

doorway of the dingy hotel room.

Yiana was hunched oWer a foldable table set up at the foot of the bed. She 

clicked her Ongers against its surface as she carefully mulled oWer his words. 

?End she took Dumber SeWenteen with her”!

—agle  nodded.  ?Pes,  maFam.!  He  subtly  winced  as  his  swollen  nose 

throbbed against the splint fastened to it. ?She begged us to ’oin her,! he said 

before narrowing his eyes, ?but I’m no traitor.!

Yiana stood “uietly for a moment, though she was fuming under the hood. 

Her patience was thinning by the second. —Wery time she turned her back, it 

seemed like things only got worse.

?Cet out,! Yiana ordered, not eWen bothering to look back at the bald man.

—agle gulped and stepped out, shutting the door behind him.

Ance the door clicked shut and she was left with the sound of rain pelting 

the roof, she straightened her posture and slowly sucked in a deep breath. She 

then shouted in a sudden frustrated bout of rage and sent her reinforced Ost 

through the surface of the cheap table. She stood still, breathing heaWily in 

an attempt to cool off. zut upon reali-ing sheFd need some help, she ripped 

her Ost from the table and stomped oWer to the entertainment center situated 

across from the bed.

She tore open one of the cabinet doors, reWealing a somewhat hidden 

miniTfridge. She “uickly opened it, swiped a large bottle of bourbon from 

inside, then slammed it shut. She nabbed a rocks glass from the counter, 
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kicked the cabinet closed, then slumped into a chair placed nearby beside 

a smaller worktable.

She plucked two cubes from the ice bucket in the center and dropped 

them into the glass before proceeding to Oll it to the brim with hard li“uor. 

She then took an almost desperate sip as she leaned her elbow against the 

table. Ance the sweetness of the bourbon hit her sinuses and the alcohol 

began to surge through her blood, she gradually calmed down.

She set down the glass and slowly laid her head in her hands. She rubbed 

her eyes and softly groaned as her head pounded from the incessant Wolley 

of bad news. She was almost fully conWinced that she was the only one 

taking this seriously.

She wished things could be different, vastly different. Ihis ’ob was nothT

ing but a headache . . . and eWery day in this personal hell of hers, she was 

reminded of why she neWer should haWe signed that contract in the Orst 

place.

—Werything sheFd done in the last thirteen years was to distance herself 

from the one choice sheFd made after being locked into the Roundation. Io 

bury herself in her serWice, eWen if it was under a man she couldnFt stand.

?—Werything . . .! she softly muttered, raising her head ’ust enough to get 

a look at her Ongers, speciOcally her barren ring Onger.

Her solitude was interrupted as the doorknob ’iggled. Ihen as if her 

problems werenFt already irritating her beyond measure, in walked the salt 

on her woundsM ‘aBimilian and his pet.

?How unfortunate . .  .! ‘aBimilian hummed, handing a report off to 

jilson. YianaFs Ongers twitched almost the moment she heard his Woice. 

?Japtain Gierce was always a kind soul. Gerhaps too kind for her own good.!

?Pou donFt know the meaning of the word,! Yiana growled, peering at 

‘aBimilian as she raised her head further. ?—Wery minute that passes, this 

situation spirals further out of control; L haWe a wipedTout s“uad, a s“uad 
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with a deserted leader, a s“uad thatFs in’ured, and now, another goddamn 

Arphan loose;! she bellowed, slamming her hands against the table.

?Pes. LtFs becoming trickier, though LFm deWeloping a solution to our litT

tle problem,! ‘aBimilian assured. ?Lt shouldnFt be much longer until itFs 

ready. Ln the meantime, though, my dear, LFWe deployed a . . . shortTterm 

solution.! He grinned.

Yiana twisted her head to the side, leering at him from across the room. 

His smirk said it all.  ?Do. Do, not another one .  .  .! she groaned while 

“uickly ascending from her seat. ?Iell me you didnFt release another one;!

‘aBimilian only laughed and shook his head from side to side. ?End 

what of it” LtFs ’ust zarricade, after all.!

?Dumber —ighteen”! YianaFs shoulders slumped as she stared him 

down. She couldnFt belieWe it, that heFd be so careless and ’ust chuck anT

other wrench into their predicament. ?Ls this ’ust some kind of demented 

game of 'who can fuck things up the worstF to you;”!

?She was easy to manipulate, you know. Ihat girl has the processing 

power of a gnat.! ‘aBimilian snickered.

?L canFt belieWe this,! Yiana groaned, slumping in defeat back into the 

armchair.

?Pou think far too hard about the role of pawns, my dear.! ‘aBimilian 

sighed, stepping before the window and peering out into the lot.

?Pou think far too little,! Yiana replied, scooping her glass back up.

?LtFs a shame, really.! ‘aBimilian lamented, scratching his mustache 

with a Onger while he held his other hand behind his back. ?Ihese eWents 

could haWe well been aWoided.!

?Peah,! she mumbled, staring at the twin cubes in her glass. ?Lf the 

siteFs safety measures actually worked like they were supposed to,! she 

scoffed before lifting the glass to her lips.
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?jell, that.! He turned, letting her en’oy her drink for a moment as he 

’oined his hands together behind his back. ?End the fact that if you hadnFt 

tried to hide your child from me, things could haWe turned out differently.!

Yiana instantly choked and spat a mouthful of li“uor across the room. She 

“uickly clasped a hand oWer her mouth, whee-ing as she cleared her throat. 

His words stretched around her neck, sinking their claws into and strangling 

her with the sudden reWelation. Ihe fear of him Onding out was always in the 

back of her mind, but now that she knew . . . it was so much worse. Smothered 

in dread, she didnFt dare look at him, and with each “uiWering breath, her grip 

on the glass continued to loosen. Es she began to shiWer, the cubes clattered 

against the sides, Olling the silent room with the sole sound of isolated panic.

=ust how long had he known”

?Gregnant only a short while after your return from such a heroic tour of 

duty,! ‘aBimilian declared. ?E loWely story. E husband and a wife, Onally 

able to settle down and start a family. Ihat was . . . until you learned of your 

contractFs little . . . secret.! He chuckled. ?Had you come to me, perhaps we 

could haWe come to an agreement, and possibly eWen nulliOed the clause.! He 

snickered. ?Lf that was the case, perhaps you wouldnFt haWe suffered such a 

painful diWorce. Pou could haWe raised your daughter to be the woman you 

enWisioned, and who knows, you may not haWe ended up as bitter.!

He leered at Yiana. ?zut instead . . . you thought youFd be able to sneak it 

by me”!

Ihe cubes began to clatter more ferWently.

?HThow . . .! Yiana stammered, almost stopped by her own fear.

?Speak up, dear.! ‘aBimilian grinned, peering back through the window.

?How did you know”! she shuddered, staring off into space.

?L Ogured someone as smart as you would haWe been able to Ogure that 

out.! He retorted. ?PouFd already signed on by that point . . .!

?‘y . . . medical records,! Yiana “uiWered.
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?—Wery physical, mammogram . . .! ‘aBimilian turned again, sinisterly 

casting his smirk oWer the room like a Weneer of umbral shade. ?—Wery 

ultrasound. Af course . . . L wasnFt going to let a perfectly good child go to 

waste. —specially not one signed oWer to the Roundation,! he diWulged.

?jhat”! Yiana gulped, Onally mustering the courage to peer oWer at 

him.

?je couldnFt snatch her right off the bat. . . . je had to wait until she 

was older, or her uni“uely frail little body likely wouldnFt haWe surWiWed 

the procedure,! ‘aBimilian eBplained as their ga-es met. ?jhen the time 

came, we paid off the foster agency, for Wery little, need L mention. She 

was ’ust as worthless to them as she must haWe felt to you.!

YianaFs ribs rattled from the beat of her aching heart. ?jhat did you 

do”! She shakily eBhaled, though her grip on the glass was beginning to 

return.

?Lt should be obWious by now, Yiana.! ‘aBimilian chuckled. He raised 

his hand and slowly tapped beside his left eye with his indeB Onger. ?zlue 

eyes, black hair . . .! he grinned, ?stubborn as a mule . . .!

?Do,! Yiana denied, whee-ing as the seams of her heart began to split.

Ihe deWilFs grin only widened, as though he fed off of the suffering of 

her broken, wounded soul. ?Dumber Dineteen, Samantha Gray,  is your 

daughter,! he so uncaringly reWealed.

YianaFs grip stiffened, and the glass cracked in sync with the heartbroT

ken Ossure gouging through her chest. She began to grind her teeth and 

eBhale shakily through them. Ihe grinding slowed the further she locked 

her ’aw. Her stitches eWen started to strain, growing dangerously close to 

snapping. Ihose years of being without her child were for nothing.

‘aBimilian couldnFt help but watch her seethe, licking up eWery last 

drop of agony dripping from her body. Ihough he seemed almost disapT

pointed, perhaps hoping for tears, or at least a wail.
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zut  to  his  surprise,  it  appeared  heFd  miscalculated.  Ln  YianaFs 

eWerTgrowing fury,  she crushed the glass in her mitts.  Ihe shards of 

shattered glass tumbled against the table along with what li“uor was left.

?Pou . .  .! Yiana fumed, rising to her feet with haste. She didnFt ’ust 

shoWe the chair but threw it across the voor toward jilson.

zefore ‘aBimilian could continue speaking, or eWen back away, Yiana 

closed the mere OWeTfoot distance and socked him across the face. She 

gaWe him no time to reel, as she then immediately grabbed hold of his 

collar with both hands and slammed him against the wall. ?Sick piece of 

shit;! she shrieked, dragging him up the wall.

?STsir;! the preWiously “uiet jilson cried out while wisely backing 

away from the enraged mother.

?IhTthink about what youFre doing,  Yiana,! ‘aBimilian grunted, 

planting his old hands on her wrists.

?Ell this time, she was right under my fucking nose;”! Yiana howled, 

pulling him back and bashing him against the wall so hard she dented the 

drywall. ?CiWe me one reason not to beat you to death while your little rat 

watches;!

?Pou canFt help her. SheFs already too far gone;! he retorted, vinching 

as he was slammed against the wall for a second time.

?zecause of you . . .! Yiana hoarsely condemned, tightening her grasp. 

?zecause of everything youFWe done to her;!

?jhat of what you’ve done to her,  Yiana;”! the man spat.  ?Deed L 

remind you, youFre the reason sheFs the way that she is now;”!

?How;”! she barked back.

?Ihe breach, last Actober;! ‘aBimilian bellowed. ?PouFre the one who 

put out the kill order; You’re the one that almost caused her death.!
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Ihe reali-ation kicked her in the chest like a mule, but eWen with her adrenT

aline beginning to waWer, she pressed eWen further. ?End you turned her into 

a monster who went on a second rampage;!

?Lf L hadnFt done what L did,! ‘aBimilian s“uinted, glaring down into her 

eyes, ?your precious daughter would haWe died that day, because of you.!

Yiana faltered and her grip began to loosen. He was right. . . .

That day, she mused before beginning to shake again. She suddenly reT

leased him, letting him fall back to his feet. Her order had torn that child to 

pieces. SheFd watched it happen, with no idea that Samantha was hers.

?Pour anger is understandable,! ‘aBimilian stated, clearing his throat as 

he OBed his collar. ?zut, as you said yourself, thereFs nothing human about 

her, not anymore.!

Yiana whee-ed as a fragile s“ueak unbecoming of her appearance slipped 

past her lips. Ihe longer she was left to dwell, the worse the toll she took. My 

. . . baby girl . . . she mouthed.

?HasnFt the girl been through enough, Yiana”! ‘aBimilian in“uired, plantT

ing his hand on her shoulder. ?Ance the solution LFWe arranged for arriWes, you 

can lay her to rest on your own terms.! He then gently pat her shoulder and 

stepped past her, seeming to pay eBtra mind not to bump into or eWen gra-e 

her arm. ?Ihink of it as . . . mercy.!

jilson could only stare silently as his master approached. xegardless of his 

own moral standings on what ‘aBimilian had done, he was wise to keep his 

mouth shut.

?Jome, jilson.! ‘aBimilian chuckled, leering oWer his shoulder at the 

damaged woman left in his wake. ?LFm sure the commander needs a moment 

to herself.!

Ance the two had left, the lid held on by spite containing each emotion 

sheFd bottled up for the last thirteen years Onally burst. Her breathing turned 

shallow. Her arms slowly crossed as she hugged herself in a Wain attempt 
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to stop what was coming. —Wery hope sheFd eWer had of her daughter 

liWing a good life had ’ust been obliterated, and eWery doubt sheFd eWer 

had about giWing her baby up had been afOrmed.

?LtFs .  .  .  all  my fault .  .  .! Yiana whispered to herself,  beginning to 

heaWe heaWily. Yroplets of tears dribbled down her cheeks as she strugT

gled to stay upright. She staggered a bit before completely collapsing to 

her knees. She palmed the carpet and began to dig her nails into it in a 

lastTditch effort to distract herself,  to fend off her emotions ’ust a tad 

longer, but it was far too late for that.

jith a choke, the tears became steady streams. Dot only did they drip 

onto the carpet, but they soaked her stitches, the stitches holding togethT

er a wound giWen to her by the daughter sheFd blown a hole through.

?STSam . . .! Yiana “uietly whined. Lt was a name she hadnFt chosen, 

but one that had begun to root itself in her heart.

She couldnFt hold it in anymore, and she slid one of her hands onto her 

gut. Ihe little girl she carried inside her for so long, then gaWe away. . . 

. Ihe little girl she one day wished to see smile, get married, and liWe a 

happy life of her own without any ties to this horrid business.

?Sam . .  .! She wept, repeating the girlFs name as a sudden dryness 

struck her throat. ?jhat kind of mother am L .  .  .! She sobbed before 

raising and fully spilling her sorrows into her hands.

Ihe car was silent for a good ten minutes as they continued ahead toward 

joodstock.
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Samantha didnFt dare budge, worried sheFd disturb jillowFs peaceful and 

comfortable position at her side. =ust being near one another seemed to calm 

each of them.

Yespite that seemingly blissful serenity, Samantha could hardly draw her 

mind from the danger trailing them. Lt was nice that somebody wanted to stick 

with her, but if they got hurt . . .

?LFd be responsible . . .! She gulped, unintentionally thinking aloud.

?Hm”! xoBanne hummed, looking up at the mirror from the road. She, too, 

had since calmed down, but similarly to the Arphan, was still “uite on edge. 

?Yid you say something, Sam”!

Samantha “uickly shook her head and glanced back out the car window. 

?DTno . . . itFs nothing.!

?Hey . . .! xoBanne said, tapping her Ongers against the steering wheel. 

?L know something thatFll make us all feel better. je didnFt get to eat that 

breakfast we made so . . . how does barbe“ue sound”!

Samantha blinked and sent back a confused glance as though sheFd ’ust 

heard utter nonsense. ?zarbaTwhat”!

jillowFs eyes shot open, appearing to instantly wake up at the mere menT

tion. ?JlintFs” jeFre going to JlintFs;”!

Samantha ’umped, taken aback by jillowFs sudden shouting. ?jhat . . . is 

that”!

?zarbecue;! jillow s“uealed, turning to face Samantha before scooping 

up her hands and s“uee-ing them tightly. ?PFknow, like burgers, steaks, ribs, 

pork . . .! She was practically drooling.

Samantha blinked, lightly smiling from jillowFs incredible eBcitement. 

?jell . . .! She hummed, her stomach grumbling at the thought of a ’uicy slab 

of beef. ?L do like meat.!

?PouFre gonna loWe it;! jillow eBclaimed, giddily wiggling about. ?Ihey 

haWe HUGE steaks;!
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Samantha couldnFt help but softly giggle in response to jillowFs babT

bling. ?Huge steaks”! she in“uired.

jillow leaned in a bit,  getting in SamanthaFs face before eBcitedly 

stating, ?zigger than your head;!

?PouFre kidding . . . right”! Samantha asked before glancing back to the 

front. ?SheFs kidding, right”!

xoBanne snickered and shook her head. ?Dope. L donFt eat much so L 

hardly eWer go, but jillow always Onds a way to drag me out:!

?How far away are we”! jillow eagerly prodded.

xoBanne giggled. ?=ust a few minutes, relaB.!

jillow seemed practically oWer the moon, but her radiance was sudT

denly choked as she winced upon looking back at Samantha.

?jhat is it”! Samantha curiously blinked.

?xoBy”! jillow called.

?jhat is it”!

?Yo we haWe any napkins in here or something”! jillow asked, beginT

ning to peek into the back pocket of the passenger seat.

?IhereFs some up here,! xoBanne replied, pulling a handful of paper 

napkins out of the door pocket. ?jhy”! she “uestioned, handing it oWer 

her shoulder to her sister.

?Sam needs a little cleanup before we go anywhere.! jillow rolled 

down the window and stuck the napkins out in the rain. Ance they were 

sufOciently wet, she pulled her arm back in and rolled the window up. 

?Gut your legs in my lap.! She beckoned, patting her thighs.

Samantha cocked a brow at the odd re“uest, but upon glancing down 

at herself . . . she reali-ed she was an utter mess. Yeciding to oblige, she 

twisted in the seat and pressed her back against the door. She then raised 

her feet and hesitantly plopped them down right on jillowFs lap.
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jillow grabbed hold of SamanthaFs ankle for support and began to rub 

off the dried blood with the soggy napkins. —Wen after seeing it in action 

twice now, she seemed to be looking in astonishment at SamanthaFs 

perfectly healed skin. Lt was almost like she had neWer been shot. —Wen 

more impressiWe, the spot on her leg sheFd gouged open ’ust moments 

prior hadnFt eWen left a scar in its wake.

?LTL could do that myself, you know . . .! Samantha nerWously chortled, 

rather unsure of how she felt about being cleaned by someone other than 

herself.

?L want to help in any way L can.! jillow glowed. ?PouFre the only 

reason we got out of there,! she lamented, going back to her scrubbing. 

?Ihey were going to arrest us.!

?Peah, because of me,! Samantha sighed.

?Saying you werenFt the reason they were there would be a lie,! xoBT

anne chimed in.

Samantha frowned and stared down at her hands. She knew it was true.

?But,! xoBanne started, ?that doesnFt mean itFs your fault. Ihe people 

who tortured you and turned you into what you are, they’re the ones 

hunting you. Lf itFs anyoneFs fault, it>s theirs.!

?L donFt blame them. . . . IheyFre afraid,! Samantha softly commented.

jillow perked up and ceased her scrubbing. ?Af . . . what”! she asked.

zefore Samantha could answer, xoBanne declared, ?jeFre here;! and 

pulled into an empty parking space. ?Dow then, we should make it “uick,! 

she eBpressed, cranking up the parking brake and turning around. She 

looked oWer SamanthaFs stained shirt and the tendrils curled around her 

gut. ?je . . . need a way to coWer you up.!

jillow nodded in agreement. ?L think people will haWe some “uestions 

if they see a young girl with tentacles and a bloodTstained shirt.!
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?Ldeas”! xoBanne asked. ?IhereFs a blanket in the trunk, but that would 

draw more attention than it would staWe.!

jillow chewed on her lip, appearing to be in deep thought. zut when she 

looked down at herself, she brightened back up almost instantly. ?Af course;! 

She giggled then began to slide off her vannel. ?Gut this on;! She beamed, 

holding it out in front of Samantha.

?zTbut,! Samantha stammered as she hesitantly placed her hands on it, 

?but itFs yours:!

?LtFs okay; L donFt mind lending it to you.! jillow giggled. ?Pou can giWe it 

back after we eat.!

jillowFs smile was sweeter than a big dollop of fresh honey and hadnFt 

yet failed to make Samantha blush. Ihis instance was no eBception, as upon 

accepting the temporary gift, her cheeks had reddened to the point where 

they nearly matched the fabric. jithout further protest, she slid the vannel 

oWer her shoulders, and once she buttoned it up, it fully coWered her stained 

shirt and spare appendages.

?Ahh;! jillow gushed, bringing her hands to her face as her grin stretched. 

?Pou look adorable; L might ’ust let you keep it for being so cute;! she 

s“uealed.

Samantha clung to the shirt as she crossed her arms. She didnFt particularly 

mind the idea of keeping something of jillowFs, especially if it was gifted 

to her. She had a hard time understanding ’ust what all of this unending 

kindness was doing to her. Her chest was tight, and her heart seemed like it 

was crawling up her throat. Lf she didnFt know any better, sheFd think she was 

sick. zut . . . when was the last time she was sick”

?Elright you two,! xoBanne called out from the front while -ipping up her 

’acket. ?qetFs try not to dillyTdally. Ihis rain is gonna suck.!

Es the three rushed out of the car, they were indeed met with the onslaught 

of heaWy falling rain. Lt was so intense, they could hardly see and practically 
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had to Ond the entrance by the wafting smell of grilled meat. —Wen though 

their Wenture to the door only took a few seconds, by the time they arriWed, 

they were nearly fully soaked.

?Ihat was . . . so much worse without my vannel,! jillow shiWered, shakT

ing out her sopping wet locks like a dog. ?Ere you okay, Sam”! she asked.

SamanthaFs hair had straightened out “uite a bit from the eBcess moisture 

and had thus draped oWer her face. She responded with a simple puff of air, 

blowing some strands up ’ust enough to temporarily reWeal her face.

xoBanne grabbed her ponytail and twisted it, forcing an almost endless 

stream of water to cascade from her hair.

?jet enough for you”! the hostess chuckled from behind a podium.

?HarThar,! xoBanne murmured in response.

Ihe hostess smiled and bent down, picking up some menus. ?Ihree of 

you”!

?qast L checked,! xoBanne replied.

?xight this way.! Ihe woman beamed.

Es they were being shown to their table, Samantha pulled apart her hair 

like curtains in order to peek about the room. She was immediately oWerrun 

by sights, sounds, and smells sheFd neWer eWen imagined before. Ihe scent of 

meat and barbecue sauce being carried from the kitchen through the air had 

grabbed her full attention. zut eWen so, she couldnFt help but stare at families 

laughing together as they en’oyed their lunches, employees doing their best 

to serWe each customerFs needs, and the warm, co-y decor lining the walls.

?Sam” PouFre drooling,! jillow teased.

?LTL am”! Samantha s“ueaked and “uickly rubbed her chin with her wrist, 

only to free-e up at the touch of her own spit. ?STsorry . . .! she stammered in 

embarrassment. ?Something ’ust smells really good.!

?L was the same way my Orst time in here.! jillow snickered, whispering 

into SamanthaFs ear as though it was some terrible secret.
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?Elright, here we are,! the hostess announced, setting the menus down 

on the table of a booth. ?Pour waiter will be with you shortly;!

?Ihanks,! xoBanne said before taking a seat.

Samantha slid in, and jillow soon followed. Ance seated, she could 

hardly keep still. Her wondrously innocent curiosity was near that of a 

small child Wisiting a museumN she felt the urge to touch everything. She 

nudged the salt and pepper shakers, curiously eyed the pictureless menu, 

and eWen bounced on the seat once or twice to get a feel for its plush 

teBture.

xoBanne raised an eyebrow and peered oWer her menu at Samantha 

from across the table. ?Sam, haWe you neWer been to a restaurant before”! 

xoBanne in“uired from across the booth.

Samantha shook her head, paying little attention to xoBanne as she 

continued her own little adWenture. ?‘y foster homes spent Wery little on 

me,! she softly said.

?jell, pick whateWer you want;! jillow chirped from beside SamanT

tha, tapping the menu before her. ?YonFt worry about it;  =ust choose 

whateWer you think will make you the happiest.!

SamanthaFs eyes scoured the page, analy-ing each indiWidual item 

with haste while imagining them WiWidly in her mind. qarge ’uicy steaks, 

condimentTsmothered burgers, smokey sauceTslathered ribs. —Wery last 

option made her more eBcited than the last.

?She . . . does know how to read . . . right”! xoBanne asked.

?L donFt think sheFd be drooling again if she couldnFt. IhereFs no picT

tures,! jillow noted, pinching a napkin and raising it to SamanthaFs lips.

SamanthaFs trance was broken once she felt the napkin rub against her 

mouth. ?ETagain”! she whined.

?LtFs alright,! jillow chuckled. ?LFm ’ust happy to see you so eBcited 

oWer something.!
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?L . . .! Samantha gulped, looking back at the menu. ?L am . . . but L haWe no 

idea what to choose. IhereFs ’ust so much . . .!

?jhy donFt we pick for you”! xoBanne offered.

?L like that idea.! Samantha sighed, relieWed that the choice was no longer 

her responsibility.

?jhat do you think, jillow” Should we get her a double cheeseburger”!

?Peah, LFm sure sheFll like that;! jillow eBclaimed. ?L think a normal one 

wouldnFt Oll her up nearly enough.!

SamanthaFs unparalleled eBcitement didnFt last for too long, as a stir in 

the building caused her nerWes to twist. She wasnFt sure if it was a smell or 

’ust a feeling, but there was a presence she didnFt like. She slowly crawled up 

against the back of the seat, peering around before she spotted two men in 

blue uniforms. jere they some sort of special operatiWes the Roundation had 

sent after her” SheFd neWer seen R.I.R. agents in blue uniforms before. . . .

?Sam” jhatFs wrong”! jillow asked, placing her hand on SamanthaFs 

back.

xoBanne took notice of the men and “uickly spoke up. ?LtFs okay, itFs 

okay:relaB, Sam. IheyFre ’ust cops.!

SamanthaFs eyes vickered and bu--ed as she continued to watch the men 

get seated. ?Jops”!

?IheyFre not anything like the people who came looking for you. L promise,! 

xoBanne assured her.

Samantha slowly sank back down in the booth. Irusting xoBanneFs words, 

she peeled her ga-e away from the two men, though she certainly didnFt want 

to. jhile they made her nerWous, she wasnFt entirely sure if it was them who 

were giWing her an off feeling.
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How the hell am I supposed to do this? zarry mused, seated on the second leWel 

of the restaurant. She peered down through the balconyFs railing, right across 

the main voor at Samantha.

?jhat would you do right now, zon”! she mumbled, impatiently stirring 

her drink with a straw. Ln her opposing hand, she Oddled with her lighter, 

vicking it open and closed in an attempt to keep herself focused. zut as she 

watched the three laugh and smile, she found it increasingly difOcult to stay 

on task.

We used to be that close. . . . zarry frowned, recalling the days in the RounT

dation cafeteria when she was permitted to see Samantha and zonnie. Lt was 

the highlight of her day. Ihey were always an odd group, a mismatched trio 

of misOts. Ihen again, what Arphan wasnFt a misOt”

jas she ’ealous” jas she angry” Ar was she ’ust looking for an eBcuse to 

crush one of ‘aBimilianFs pro’ects” She didnFt know. She was neWer the best at 

thinking, haWing always left the hard parts to zonnie. Ln fact, if it had nothing 

to do with a Oght, she could swear she almost didnFt think much at all.

zarry released the straw and placed the lighter on the table. She sunk 

against the surface, burying her face in her bandageTwrapped hands as she 

struggled to come to a solid conclusion.

Did he tell me the truth? Was he lying? She groaned, curling her Ongers into 

her hair.

Do, that wasnFt possible. Samantha had to be dead. SheFd seen it with her 

own two eyes. zut was she some sort of -ombie, or ’ust a puppet designed to 

piss her off”

zarry continued “uietly muttering confused utterances to herself. Ihere 

were too many “uestions and possibilities. She could only process so much.

?‘aFam, are you alright”! the waiter asked, bending slightly oWer the table 

to check on the teenager.

?—h”! zarry hummed, partly raising her head. ?Dot particularly.!
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?Ls there anything else L can get for you”!

?Do . . . L ’ust needed something to drink,! zarry murmured, riving around 

in her ’acket before pulling out a partly crumpled OWeTdollar bill. ?YonFt worry 

about change.!

?Ihank you kindly. L hope you haWe a good day,! the waiter said with a smile 

before stepping away.

?Ich,! zarry scoffed as she rose to her feet. She glanced oWer the railing back 

at the booth. Ihe three mustFWe left already, as the booth was barren. ?Cood 

days . . .!

?Ihat was great, wasnFt it” jhatFd you think”! jillow eagerly beckoned, 

likely anBious to hear anotherFs thoughts on her faWorite restaurant.

Samantha didnFt possess the energy to reply right away. She seemed almost 

comatose as she staggered alongside them. ?L ate too much,! she groaned, her 

eyes lethargically half open.

xoBanne snickered as she watched Samantha stumble around. ?Ihe foodFs 

good enough to haWe thirds before you eWen think about seconds.!

?LFm glad you liked it;! jillow cheered.

Samantha forced a groggy smile. jillowFs contagious happiness was startT

ing to become her own. —Wery time the girl smiled, she couldnFt help but 

follow suit.

She abruptly stopped in her tracks and eBhaled a sharp puff out her nose. 

She was feeling the same odd presence from earlier, only this time, it felt 

familiar. Her eyes opened fully, and she began to glance around. Her skin 

was beginning to prickle with goosebumps as she sought an answer to the 

disturbance.



ORPHAN VEIL: THE STRAY180

?Sam”! jillow asked oWer the rain, noticing sheFd fro-en up behind them. 

?Ere you alright”!

Samantha “uickly piWoted and yanked the vannel off then threw it onto 

jillow. Her tendrils unfurled, and with a sweeping motion, she shoWed jilT

low out of the way. zut eWen that swift motion didnFt giWe her enough time to 

block the knuckles that then bashed into her cheek.

?Sam;! jillow cried out as Samantha was thrown back across the sideT

walk.

Samantha rolled for a moment but managed to negate her momentum 

by scraping her blades against the concrete. She sprung back to her feet but 

remained somewhat low to the ground. She massaged her freshly tenderi-ed 

’aw before raising her eyes up to peer at her attacker. She partly gasped. 

She knew exactly who it was, but the fact that they attacked her completely 

unproWoked . . .

Something was incredibly wrong.



Chapter Ten

Knuckles and 
Blades

“B -Barry!?” Samantha stammered.

The white-haired girl cikfed her wrist as iv shafing the reberoer-

atiIns vrIm her ust. ’t seemed as thIqgh itpd oeen ,qite a while sinke shepd 

strqkf sImething. SIme Iv the wraWs kIbering her hand had lIIsened vrIm 

the Wqnkh— drIIWing vrIm her ungers as a resqlt.

Samantha gqlWed. Dheneber Barry lIIfed this seriIqs— it was almIst neber 

gIId. She fnew it almIst always meant an aosenke Iv thIqght Ir reasIning. 

She kIqldnpt tafe risfs with a lIIse kannIn life her— oeginning tI WreemW-

tibely WIsitiIn her tendrils in the air arIqnd herselv. “Dhy are yIqR How are 

yIq here!?” she kalled Iqt. “Dhypd yIq hit me!?”

“xInpt listen tI it. . . . xInpt listen tI it—” Barry reWeated qnder her oreath 

as her usts oegan tI shafe. ’t was as thIqgh she were trying tI olIkf Iqt 

Samanthaps bIike.

jIAanne hIisted her sister qW vrIm the grIqnd. She klqng tI DillIwps arms— 

revqsing tI let the girl tafe eben a steW away vrIm her.

“D-whI is that!?” DillIw Yittered.

jIAanne gqlWed as an qneasy oreath eskaWed her liWs. “MnIther Ine . . .”

“Barry!” Samantha oarfed Iqt— nItiking she was oeing ignIred.

“Shqt qW!” Barry rIared. “’pbe made qW my mind!” She reakhed inside her 

sleebes and tightly graooed hIld Iv the wraWs kIbering her arms. “NIqpre 
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YqstR” She winked— lIIfing away— as iv she wIqldnpt dare lIIf Samantha 

in the eyes. “NIqpre Yqst a vafe. ’ saw yIq die!”

Samantha steWWed oakf and vrIwned. She kIqld hear the Wain sekreting 

vrIm her vriendps tremoling— heartorIfen wIrds. “’ . . .”

“HaAimilian . . . qsing yIqr oIdy life a tIy . . .” Barry snarled— halvheart-

edly tqgging at her wraWs. They didnpt seem tI oqdge mqkh.

“Dhat?” Samantha winked— slightly tafen aoakf oy sqkh a ridikqlIqs 

assqmWtiIn. “Barry— itps me!”

“EI— itps nIt!” Barry shriefed and Yerfed her hands vrIm her sleebes. 

The sekInd attemWt WrIbed mqkh mIre vrqitvql as the wraWs were tIrn tI 

shreds— rebealing her lIng— se,qestered arms. They werenpt Iv cesh and 

olIId— oqt instead were kImWIsed Iv an almIst Irganik steelRthe same 

steel kImWIsing Samanthaps tendrils.

“Dhat the hell—” jIAanne gasWed— staring at Barryps shimmering usts.

They’re uncovered. That’s gonna be a problem. . .  . Samantha tensed qW 

and kqrled her liW— nerbIqsly niooling In it.

Barry grIwled as she stared the reaWer dIwn— Wqshing oeyInd her 

diskImvIrt. The Inly thing strInger than her kriWWling selv-dIqot was her 

smIldering rage at the WIssioility Iv trqth tI HaAimilianps wIrds. ’t was 

Yqst enIqgh vIr her tI aoandIn reasIn.

Samantha held her oreath as she adYqsted her stanke. zer tendrils 

slithered and swam thrIqgh the valling rain qntil the tiWs Iv her skythes 

were WIinted in Barryps direktiIn.

’t didnpt tafe lIng vIr Barry tI grIw imWatient and oIlt at Samantha— 

Inly tI thrIw anIther olindingly vast right hIIf at the girlps vake.

Samanthaps lIwer levt tendril twisted— interrqWting the swing and taf-

ing the orqnt Iv the olIw. She Wqlled oakf and then whiWWed her qWWer 

right tendril dIwn Iber her shIqlder in an attemWt tI smakf Barry oakf.
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Bqt the attemWt was WIintless— as Barryps levt hand snatkhed the length Iv 

the kaole mid-ark. zer metal ungers tightly kqrled arIqnd it— almIst krqshing 

it in her grasW. Obery Iqnke Iv mImentqm it karried had oeen sqkfed dry.

Samantha gasWed and tqgged against Barryps griW. M lqmW in her thrIat 

vIrmed the mIment she reali;ed she kIqldnpt mIbe. “Uh— kraW—” she olqrted.

Barry Yerfed her ust oakf— and a Wressqri;ed Wqlse oIImed vrIm that arm— 

kaqsing the rainwater sIafing her tI mImentarily YIlt vrIm her oIdy. She 

yanfed Samantha Ivv her veet oy the tendril she still held— and with the vIrke Iv 

a WIint-olanf shItgqn olast— smashed her IWWIsing ust against Samanthaps 

khest.

Samantha Wraktikally velt her sIql kataWqlt vrIm her oIdy oevIre it was 

biIlently fnIkfed oakf in as she sfidded akrIss the Wabement. The neAt thing 

she fnew— shepd kabed in the dIIr Iv a kar— Inly aole tI dedqke that oy the 

alarm olaring in her ears.

Samantha oreathlessly whee;ed— desWerately trying tI katkh her oreath 

avter sqkh a sqdden olIw. The sIqnd oarrier was shattered— and iv her oInes 

werenpt made Iv steel— her rios wIqld habe vIllIwed.

“Dhatps haWWening!?” DillIw kried Iqt— hiding her vake in jIAanneps side 

as she held her hands Iber her head.

jIAanne raised her head oakf qW and kIqld hardly hear anything amid her 

ringing ears— as the shIkfwabe was almIst strIng enIqgh tI olIw Iqt her 

eardrqms. Bqt it was sqre as hell strIng enIqgh near the WIint Iv imWakt tI 

shatter seberal windIws and krakf qW the sidewalf.

“S-Sam!” jIAanne kried Iqt— unally sWItting the girl sqnf intI the krqm-

Wled vrame Iv a demIlished kar.

“’ was right—” Barry snarled— steWWing Iber the shattered kInkrete and intI 

the street. “NIq kanpt oe Sam. EIt the Ine ’ fnew.” She hqvved— kIming tI a 

halt Yqst oevIre the shribeled behikle. She stared Samantha dIwn with the 

merkiless verIkity Iv an Iwl— wide-eyed and qnolinfing. “She wasnpt stqWid 
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enIqgh tI vall vIr that!” Barry hIwled oevIre Wqlling her ust oakf again— tafing 

a steW vIrward— and smashing it intI Samantha.

M kakIWhIny Iv shriefs arIse vrIm the rending metal as Samantha kareened 

thrIqgh it— tearing the entire kar in halv life kheaW alqminqm. She tqmoled Iqt 

against the sidewalf— littered with a bast array Iv vresh skraWes and orqises.

“EI!” DillIw skreamed as she witnessed Samantha thrIwn life a ragdIll 

vIr a sekInd time. “jIAy— we habe tI helW her!” she deklared— skramoling tI 

her veet and WreWaring tI kharge in eben thIqgh she didnpt habe a Wlan.

jIAanne wasnpt habing it and immediately graooed DillIw oy the arm. 

“Stay Wqt!” she oarfed.

“Bqt jIAy!” DillIw oegged— tqgging against her sisterps grasW.

“xid yIq not Yqst see that!?” jIAanne shIqted in her sisterps vake. “Theypre 

treating kars life theypre made Iv WaWer! Dhat the hell dI yIq thinf yIqpre 

gIing tI dI tI get them tI stIW— asf nikely!?”

“Barry . . .” Samantha whee;ed— tremoling as she managed tI rise qW tI her 

fnees. She winked and hqnkhed Iber slightly as the lIIse Wain Iv a dislIkated 

YIint twisted and kramWed the mqskles in her oakf. zer tendrils slithered vrIm 

the grIqnd oakf intI the air— all eAkeWt Ine.

“Tkh—” she hissed— Weefing Iber her shIqlder. zer lIwer right tendril 

cIWWed with the Wanik Iv a oeakhed ush as it was desWerately trying tI regain 

mIoility. She didnpt eben fnIw thIse could dislIkate.

She wasnpt sqre iv it was her inYqred state Ir Yqst Barryps innate indekisibe-

ness that kaqsed the orawler tI stIW dead in her trakfs and stare. Bqt it gabe 

Samantha Yqst enIqgh time tI rekIber.

The tendrils adYakent tI the Ine fnIkfed Iqt Iv Wlake sWeedily wraWWed 

arIqnd it— oevIre attemWting tI Yerf it oakf intI Wlake. The urst attemWt vailedK 

it Yqst velt as thIqgh she was WrIdding a nerbeless cesh WIkfet. ThIqgh In the 

sekInd attemWt— the Iberwhelming Wain Iv her artiukial YIint snaWWing oakf 

intI Wlake shIt Wainvql Yitters straight qW her sWine.
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Samantha gasWed and slqmWed vIrward— Walming the kInkrete as wet 

klqmWs Iv hair draWed Iber her vake. “’ dInpt . . . want tI ught yIq . . .” She 

hqvved. “NIq said ’pm nIt dqmo enIqgh tI vall vIr that hit—” she krIafed— 

“oqt yIqpre dqmo enIqgh . . . tI listen tI him?”

Barry cinkhed as thIqgh the insqlt strqkf her life a fnive tI the rios.

“’ fnIw that yIqpre smarter than that—pp Samantha skIvved— strqggling 

tI raise her head. She leaned tI the side tI kreate a WeeWhIle oetween her 

sIWWing hair. She then stared qW at Barry with Inly Ine Iv her shimmering 

olqe eyes. “Bonnie fnIws yIqpre smarter than that.”

Barryps arms shqddered— kaqsing the oqttIns and ;iWWers In her Yakfet 

tI klatter against Ine anIther. “StIW trying tI mess with me!” she oel-

lIwed. “’pbe made qW my mind!” she skreamed— whiWWing her ust oakf in 

the rain tI gI vIr a third hit.

Samantha— nIw In Inly Ine fnee— fikfed the kInkrete tI shIbe herselv 

oakf vrIm the swing. Barryps ust narrIwly missed her— smashing intI the 

kInkrete— Yqst as Samantha had hIWed. Shepd levt her sikfles emoedded 

within the kInkrete in her aosenke and qsed them tI whiW her whIle oIdy 

oakf at Barry. Vtili;ing ebery Iqnke Iv strength in her oIdy— she oashed 

her metal sfqll right qWside the orawlerps vIrehead.

Barryps ust was Wlqkfed vrIm the kInkrete as she was thrIwn tI her 

veet. She staggered oakf oetween the twI halbes Iv the sebered kar— tafing 

,qikf oakfward steWs as she strqggled tI Wreserbe her oalanke. She was In 

the berge Iv kIllaWsing as her head thrIooed and her bisiIn inkInsistently 

vaded. “Fuck!” Barry shriefed— her bIike s,qeafing as she kIbered her eyes 

with her hands in Wain.

Samantha Wanted— her vIrehead stinging vrIm the strife— thIqgh she kIqld 

tell Barry was sqvvering the wIrst vrIm that hit. She fnew that headoqtt was 

enIqgh tI fill sImeoIdy nIrmally— oqt desWite that— she alsI fnew that vIr 
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Barry— at oest itpd gibe her a kInkqssiIn. ThIqgh at wIrst . . . itpd Inly oqy 

her a vew sekInds.

“’tps oeen a lIng time sinke ’ last saw and heard rain—” BInnie sighed 

serenely— leaning qW against the Wassenger dIIr. “’pd almIst vIrgItten 

hIw Weakevql it is.”

zer eyes kIntinqIqsly trakfed indibidqal drIWlets driooling dIwn the 

windIw— and when that  oIred her—  she shivted her  attentiIn tI the 

light-thiebing gray sfy. SImething aoIqt the dim neqtrality Iv stIrms 

was . . . alluring tI her.

Omma shrqgged. “HIst WeIWle kImWlain aoIqt it.”

“HIst WeIWle dInpt libe in a oIA—” BInnie skIvved.

“Neah . . .”

BInnie let lIIse a lIng— nasally eAhale then shIt a glanke oakf at the 

kaWtain. “Omma?”

“Dhatps qW?”

BInnie Wqshed oakf sIme Iv her olInde hair oehind her ear and kIntin-

qed tI stare Iqt intI nIthingness. She didnpt want tI lIIf at Omma as she 

asfed this ,qestiInK she hardly eben wanted tI Weef Iqt Iv her WeriWheral. 

Bqt . . . she had tI fnIw. “Dhat did they dI tI her?”

Ommaps  griW  In  the  steering  wheel  Wartly  lIIsened.  “zqh?”  She 

hqmmed— tqrning her head tI the side.

“Sam.”

“jight . . .” Omma sighed and slIwly tqrned her attentiIn oakf tI the 

rIad. “NIq didnpt hear what xiana said in the oIardrIIm—” she mqmoled— as 

thIqgh it made her Yqst as qnkImvIrtaole as it did BInnie tI eben thinf aoIqt. 
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“Thereps nI sWekiuks— oqt—” she gqlWed— “thereps a lIt mIre metal inside than 

Iqt.”

“They literally had tI Wqt her oakf tIgether . . .” BInnie mqttered— resting 

her eloIw against the dIIr and sinfing her kheef intI her Walm. “Uh— Sam 

. . .” She vrIwned— imagining the wIrst Iv the hIrrIrs Samantha may habe 

endqred.

“’ dIqot Pelly was inbIlbed . . .” BInnie ,qietly assqmed.

“She was Samps sqWerbising dIktIr—” Omma skIvved. “She mqstpbe oeen 

inbIlbed somehow.”

“NIq sWIfe with her oevIre yIq entered my kell— right?” BInnie in,qired— 

tqrning away vrIm the windIw.

“Dell . . . yeah— oqtR”

“xid she look life she fnew?” BInnie kIkfed a orIw.

Omma sat in silenke vIr a mIment then lIwered her eyes a hair. “EI.”

“She loved Sam. She tIIf kare Iv her life a nieke—” BInnie eAWlained. “Obery 

time ’pbe sWIfen with the wIman— she seemed tI oe In the berge Iv a mental 

oreafdIwn— life she was oeing vIrked tI dI sImething she didnpt want tI 

dI. Oryn— In the Ither hand—  neber did nIr was eber vIrked tI dI anything 

qnWleasant tI me—” she eAWlained— YIining her hands tIgether in her laW. “She 

was WrIqd Iv her wIrf— and ’ kanpt olame her. Bqt with Pelly . . .” She sighed. 

“Dhat ’ saw in her eyes was anything but Wride.”

“zm . . .” Omma hqmmed in akfnIwledgment while kIntinqing tI stare 

olanfly ahead.

BInnie lIIfed Iber— nItiking that Omma seemed a tad diskInnekted as iv 

her thIqghts were elsewhere. She had tI fnIw where. “’s sImething else In 

yIqr mind?”

“This whIle vqkfing sitqatiIn is In my mind—” Omma grqmoled.

“NIq thinf sImethingps Ivv— dInpt yIq?” BInnie ,qestiIned.

Omma kleared her thrIat and slIwly nIdded. “Neah.”
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“Dell— ’pm all ears.”

“Mlright.” Omma sharWly eAhaled. “zeps gIt a big hand in whatps gIing— 

thatps what ’pm thinfing—” she dibqlged.

“That wIqldnpt sqrWrise me— oqt— whatps yIqr theIry?” BInnie asfed.

“’ . . . ’ dInpt habe Ine.” Omma sighed. “Bqt ’ fnIw heps gIt sImething 

tI dI with it! ze has tI!” she deklared— smakfing her hand against the 

steering wheel. “The sqrge Inly avvekting her kell— the olast dIIrs Iqtside 

it nIt gIing Ivv— and CiktIr S,qad oeing traWWed in the FIwer Ding . . .”

“’tps sqsWikiIqs— vIr sqre—” BInnie agreed.

“’ Yqst hIWe we arenpt the Inly Ines whI nItiked.”

Sqddenly— a lIqd beep erqWted vrIm the dashoIard. “Mll qnits kIme in— 

this is LaWtain Mnnette Farfer.” The kaWtainps bIike sqddenly sWIqted Ivv. 

“Eqmoer Eineteen is kInurmed tI habe oeen sWItted in the dIwntIwn 

WIrtiIn Iv DIIdstIkf.”

“Mh shit— wepre gIing the wrIng way!” Omma Yerfed the wheel tI the 

side and slammed In the orafes. The kar sfidded in a halv kirkle— and Inke 

it vqlly vaked the IWWIsing direktiIn— she slammed her vIIt oakf dIwn In 

the gas and they laqnkhed Ivv dIwn the rIad. She tqrned her attentiIn 

oakf tI the dash and reakhed Iber tI twist qW the bIlqme fnIo.

“Eqmoer Oighteen has already made kIntakt. De habe aqthIri;atiIn 

vrIm MdministratIr QIrd tI terminate them oIth.”

“Dhat!?” BInnie shIt qW in her seat— tqrning Wale with disoeliev. She 

lIIfed at Omma— listening as the message was reWeated a sekInd time. 

“Uh gId . . .” She gqlWed.

“Oighteen?” Omma eAhaled— “Bqt thatpsR”

“Thatps Barry!” BInnie gasWed. “Dhy the hell is Barry Iqt!?”

Omma tightly s,qee;ed the steering wheel. “MnIther kIin in the Yar—” 

she grIwled.
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“Omma— steW In it!” BInnie Irdered— “’v theypre ughting— theypre going tI fill 

eakh Ither!”

Samantha kaqtiIqsly rIse as her Ild vriend kIntinqed reeling vrIm her orq-

tal headshIt. “Flease!” she Wleaded— her wIrds almIst inaqdiole as thqnder 

rIared Iberhead. “De dInpt habe tI dI this!” she said while Wqshing her 

sIWWing wet hair Iqt Iv her vake and Iber her shIqlders. zer heart akhed— oqt 

with the heaby rain— she wasnpt sqre whether Ir nIt she was krying. “’tps just 

me— Barry.”

Barryps ungers skrqnkhed against her vake as her bisiIn gradqally retqrned. 

The oridge Iv her nIse had sWlit IWen— and olIId was cIwing thrIqgh her 

ungers Inly tI oe sweWt away oy the rainwater. She remIbed her hand and 

shIIf her head— cinging sIme Iv the eAkess water vrIm her hair. “zIw many 

times dI ’ habe tI tell yIq . . .” she snarled— klenkhing her usts and gIing vIr a 

,qikf right hIIf. “Shqt qW!”

Une Iv Samanthaps tendrils swivtly whiWWed qW and Warried Barryps fnqkf-

les with the orqnt Iv its olade. Vsing that IWening— she threw her eloIw intI 

Barryps khest tI fnIkf her Ivv oalanke. She then twisted and ured her heel oakf 

tIward Barryps khest Inly vIr her anfle tI oe snagged right Iqt Iv the air.

Samantha gasWed as she lIkfed eyes with Barry— reali;ing that shepd re-

kIbered vrIm her urst Yao almIst instantly. The neAt thing she fnew— she was 

riWWed Ivv her veet and slammed oakf intI Ine Iv the halbes Iv the kar— Inly tI 

then oe thrIwn oakf intI the street.

Dith nIthing tI slam intI oqt the grIqnd this time— Samantha kIntinqed 

tI tqmole and skraWe against the asWhalt qntil she lIst all mImentqm. 'ying 

vake dIwn against the rIad— she released a whimWering grIan as ebery single 
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limo oegan tI sting. She Walmed the street and Wqshed with all her might— 

raising herselv oakf qW Yqst enIqgh tI see her olIId drain away oeneath her 

in the rain.

She tIIf a deeW oreath and kqrled her ungers against the asWhalt. The 

might Iv her olIws wasnpt eben kImWaraole tI Barryps bikiIqs strength. ’t 

Inly seemed tI oe getting wIrse— as the lInger this went In— the angrier Barry 

oekame.

“NIqpre a oad vafe!” Barry shIqted— her oIIts sIvtly klikfing against and 

rIad and s,qelkhing vrIm the water. “The Sam ’ fnew was strInger! She 

was strInger than me!” she deklared— slamming her ust against her khest and 

stIWWing Inly aoIqt ube veet vrIm Samantha. “Bqt whateber you are—” she 

said— raising her hand and WIinting at the reaWer with her indeA unger— “yIqpre 

weafer.”

Samantha oIwed her head Yqst enIqgh that the tiWs Iv her hair orqshed 

against the street. She’s right . . . Samantha mqsed— staring at the inYqries In 

her hands oqt vIkqsing In the Wain Iv her Ither limos. She was weaferK shepd 

fnIwn that vIr sIme time. Bqt simqltaneIqsly— Barry seemed exponentially 

strInger than the last time they klashed. Hayoe it was the signiukant dekrease 

in her endqranke. . . . FerhaWs Barry had oeen training. Bqt whateber it was— 

she fnew vqll well she was in trIqole.

“’pm Yqst gIing tI get this Iber with— and treat it life a oad dream—” Barry 

mqmoled— krakfing her fnqkfles and raising her arms. “Then mayoe yIq kan 

unally rest.”

Samanthaps eyes narrIwed. She wasnpt aoIqt tI let herselv gI dIwn sI 

easily— and iv she had tI oeat Barry intI the grIqnd tI WrIbe that she was 

herselv . . . then sI oe it.

“Barry . . .” She whee;ed.

The orawler halted and stIId still vIr a mIment in the rain— listening klIsely 

as anIther rIlling grIwl Iv thqnder oellIwed Iber their heads.
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“’v yIq want tI dI it life that . . .” Samantha hqvved— slIwly raising her 

head oakf qW and staring with a Wierking ga;e at the IWWIsing UrWhan.

Barry gasWed and tIIf a halv steW oakf.

Samanthaps eyes were oqrning a olistering— vrqstrated red.

“Qine!” she shriefed and aorqWtly oqrrIwed the tiWs Iv her skythes intI 

the rIad. She then twisted and skraWed the olades in a halv kirkle against 

the asWhalt— shredding the rIad and fikfing qW deoris that she whiWWed 

right intI Barryps vake.

Barry swatted at the oarrage— oqt her attemWt tI wabe away the dqst 

vailed almIst immediately as it sWlashed against her eyes. “Mh!” she kried 

Iqt— graooing at her eyes while devensibely hIlding qW her Ither ust. 

“xammit!” she oellIwed.

Samantha didnpt hesitate tI tafe adbantage Iv the IWening— kramming 

her heel right intI Barryps stImakh. Barry immediately staggered oakf— 

gagging and gasWing vrIm the olIw while feeWing her eyes s,qee;ed shqt. 

Bqt Samantha was var vrIm dIne— Winkhing her shIqlder olades as her 

tendrils slithered and kraned Iber her head. She then slqmWed dIwn In 

all vIqrs— whiWWing her olades dIwn at Barry as they tIr,qed her oIdy tI 

the grIqnd.

The orawler antikiWated them oqt was still qnaole tI see— raising her 

arms in devense Iv her head and nekf. TwI Iv the sikfles tIre thrIqgh her 

levt sleebe and skraWed against her arm— and the third missed entirely. Bqt 

the vIqrth tIre right intI Barryps khest— Yqst aoIbe her levt Wek.

Barryps olIIdshIt eyes cashed IWen vrIm the Wain. xesWite the dirt 

WeWWering her retinas— she stared Samantha dIwn and immediately retal-

iated— smashing her right ust intI Samanthaps khest with enIqgh vIrke tI 

habe Wqlberi;ed a standard rio kage. Samantha was Wraktikally driooled 

dIwn intI the asWhalt— slamming intI it Inly tI reoIqnd qW and oe strqkf 

a sekInd time with an qWWerkqt— sending her oakf against the rIad.
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The olIws were strIng enIqgh tI sWlit the sfin In her skalW and oreaf 

IWen her liW— oqt it wasnpt enIqgh tI feeW her dIwn. zer tendrils whiWWed 

oeneath her as she landed In her oakf— skraWing against the street and 

laqnkhing her oakf tI her veet.

She landed right intI a kharge— fnIwing that while Barry was oqsy rqo-

oing the dirt Iqt Iv her eyes— it was the oest time tI get in anIther slash. Une 

tendril slithered Iber her shIqlder and laqnkhed ahead— and Yqst as Barry 

mIbed her hand and sWItted Samantha rqshing her again— the kqrbed olade 

gashed her nIse IWen hIri;Intally— right Iber the already sWlit kartilage.

Barry urmly oit dIwn In her liW tI distrakt herselv vrIm the Wain in her 

khest and nIse. She sWItted the tendril that had kqt her snafing alIng the 

grIqnd. ’t had yet tI retqrn tI Samantha. She immediately stIWWed it oy 

swivtly Yerfing qW her oIIt and stImWing dIwn In the kaole.

'ife an animal vrI;en oy oeing graooed oy the tail— Samanthaps entire 

oIdy sei;ed— and the neAt thing she fnew— Barry delibered a sfqll-oqsting 

sqkfer Wqnkh right tI her vake. She gagged as olIId sWqrt Iqt her nIse— 

klIgging it and vIrking her tI tafe a oreath vrIm her mIqth.

She kIntinqed tI tqg desWerately against Barryps vIIt— and nIt wanting 

tI get Wqnkhed again— she reali;ed there was Inly Ine way Iqt Iv this. ’t 

was a lIng shIt— oqt she had tI try it. Dith nI Ither IWtiIns— she leaWed 

and threw all Iv her weight vIrward— ciWWing and fikfing her vIIt oakf and 

qW in the air.

Barry was mImentarily WerWleAed oy the Idd mIbe— Inly tI reali;e what 

Samantha was dIing a sWlit sekInd tII late. The vrInt ciW wasnpt Yqst vIr 

shIw— as Samanthaps steel-hard heel rammed dIwn against her sfqll.

M krIafing s,qeaf Iv distress oqrst vrIm Barryps thrIat as she was 

slammed vake-urst against the asWhalt. zer eyes Wartly rIlled oakf— and her 

griW grew limW and weaf. The twI ridikqlIqs olIws tI her sfqll made her 

head thrIo wIrse than anything.
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Samanthaps nIw vreed tendril slithered oakf life it was distressed— Wrakti-

kally hiding qnder her arm as thIqgh it were sentient. Standing with her vIIt 

against Barryps head— her oreaths were sharW and raWid. Dith little stamina 

remaining— she fnew vqll well shepd reakhed her limit and was glad that it 

lIIfed life the ught was unally Iber.

“U-Ih my gId . . .” DillIw mqrmqred vrIm the sidewalf— watkhing with 

wide eyes as the sIqnd Iv rain retqrned instead Iv the thqnderIqs krakf Iv 

high-WIwered olIws. “Uh my gId! She did it!”

jIAanne winked and tightened her griW In her sister— as thIqgh she didnpt 

trqly oeliebe it was Iber.

Sqre enIqgh— Barry oegan tI weafly strqggle against Samanthaps vIIt— try-

ing tI vIrke her head qW against it.

“PnIkf it Ivv!” Samantha shIqted— aWWlying vqrther Wressqre with her vIIt. 

“Depre dIne!” she oarfed— her eyes cikfering and her mqskles twitkhing as 

she vIqght against the qrge tI stamW Barryps sfqll intI the Wabement a sekInd 

time.

Barry oegan tI hiss— Inly vIr it tI olend intI an angry grIwl thrIqgh her 

teeth. She Wqshed her fnqkfles against the grIqnd and shIbed oakf harder 

against Samanthaps vIIt. Shepd managed tI shivt her head Yqst enIqgh tI 

glare qW at the reaWer. zer eyes— tII— had unally shivted— matkhing Samanthaps 

olIIdlqst and WIssioly eben sqrWassing their rage.

Samantha eAhaled in sqdden Wanik as she velt an intense Wqlse reberoerate 

thrIqgh her vIIt. Shepd tItally vIrgItten. zIw kIqld she vIrget!? She was Yqst 

veeding Barry this entire time! She Yerfed her leg oakf tI get intI a mIre de-

vensibe WIsitiIn— fnIwing vqll well that the sqrge Iv energy khqrning thrIqgh 

Barryps oIdy was In a lebel Iv intensity shepd neber velt oevIre.

Bqt it was already tII late— as the mIment Barry was vree— she shIbed her-

selv qW tI her fnees with Ine hand— while the Ither shIt qWward in an ark. zer 

fnqkfles krashed right intI Samanthaps Yaw at immeasqraole sWeeds— sending 
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a shIkfwabe sI WIwervql thrIqgh the streets that ebery windIw arIqnd them 

instantaneIqsly eAWlIded intI dqst.

Samantha was laqnkhed right intI a streetlamW— strifing it sI rIqghly that 

it oent and nearly vqlly krqmWled. Gqikfly lIsing mImentqm vrIm the kIl-

lisiIn— she oegan tI vall— Inly tI slam right thrIqgh the rIIv Iv an already 

damaged behikle— cattening it intI the aWWearanke Iv a Yqnfed kInbertiole 

with its tIW dIwn.

jIAanne kIqldnpt oring herselv tI qtter a wIrd Ir eben s,qeaf Iqt a nIise. 

She was trqly sWeekhless tIward the disWlay Iv qnoridled WIwer oevIre her. 

The rIad hardly resemoled Ine anymIre— tIrn tI shreds with Yagged khqnfs 

Iv asWhalt WrItrqding vrIm its sqrvake. EIne Iv the shIWs sqrrIqnding them 

had windIws levt— signs were cattered— and large ussqres had vIrmed in the 

walls Iv mqltiWle oqildings. By this WIint— she was sqre she was deav— as it was 

either that Ir the endless kar alarms olaring mafing her ears ring.

DillIw velt a helWless sIo s,qeaf Wast her liWs. She Wqlled her hands qW— 

kIbering her mIqth avter she witnessed Samantha tqmole oakf IntI the 

street vrIm the wrekfage. zer oIdy went nqmo— and her heart grew heaby 

as nearly all her hIWes were inkinerated in an instant. “B-oqt . . . she was 

winning—” she khIfed.

Barry eAhaled— tafing methIdikal oreaths as the skarlet in her eyes grad-

qally vaded away. She tIqkhed her nIse— winking as it stqng— still vresh. She 

then reakhed tI her khest and WrIdded at the sWIt where Samantha had 

staooed her— it was already sealing qW. “'IIfs life yIq really arenpt you.” Barry 

mqttered— “Une gIId stao life that vrIm the Ild yIq wIqldpbe tafen me dIwn 

right away . . . oqt it lIIfs life the wellps all dried qW—” she deklared— steWWing 

Iber tI and stIWWing oevIre the oested UrWhan. “NIqpre right aoIqt Ine thing— 

thIqgh . . . wepre dIne—” she stated— reWeating Samanthaps Iwn wIrds.

Samantha didn>t WrIkess what Barry had said— as she was mIre vIkqsed 

In the damage shepd tafen in sqkh a shIrt mIment. She tasted olIId— she 
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kIqldnpt mIbe Ir thinf— and didnpt eben habe the strength tI IWen her 

eyes. She kIqld veel her mqskle uoers slqggishly Wqlling oakf tIgether— 

the reWairing Iv twI krakfed mIlars—  and the halting Iv nigh-endless 

internal oleeding. Bqt it wasnpt vast enIqgh tI get her oakf in the ught. 

She kIqldnpt eben sit qW— let alIne stand.

Barry ran her metal thqmo Iber her liWs— wiWing the olIId vrIm them 

that shepd drawn with her Iwn teeth. “’tps Iber .  .  .”  she mqrmqred— 

klenkhing her hand intI a ust and slIwly reeling it  oakf in the rain— 

WreWaring tI deliber Ine unal olIw tI end it.

BInnieps shIes slaWWed against the damW Wabement as she hastily ran 

thrIqgh the almIst vqlly emWty dIwntIwn streets. Shepd banish while 

tqrning kIrners and baqlting IostrqktiIns— Inly tI aWWear vqrther dIwn 

her Wath in an attemWt tI sabe eben a sliber Iv time. She had tI get tI 

them oevIre Ine Iv them filled the Ither. zer desWeratiIn tI und them 

was Wqshing her well oeyInd her Iwn Whysikal limits. She kIqld hardly 

feeW qW with her Iwn veet— nearly triWWing ebery Ither steW— and whether 

she was sweating— Ir simWly sIafed in rainwater— she wasnpt sqre.

Stqmoling arIqnd a street kIrner— she nItiked a Wanikfed krIwd had 

oegqn gathering Iqt In a sidewalf in vrInt Iv a restaqrant. She ,qikfly 

made her way Iber— trying tI see iv they were watkhing the ught Ir Yqst 

kInvqsed oy all the nIise. She tried tI vIrke her way thrIqgh oqt ,qikfly 

vIqnd herselv sandwikhed oetween oIdies and qnaole tI mIbe.

“OAkqse me—” BInnie kalled Iqt— attemWting tI kIntinqe tI unagle her way 

thrIqgh the gathering. EItiking that nI Ine was Waying any mind tI her— she 
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,qikfly grew vrqstrated. “OAkqse me!” she reWeated— attemWting tI shIqt Iber 

oIth the rain and olaooering krIwd.

Bqt any attentiIn she tried tI garner with the shIqt was lIst as a rIaring 

oIIm aorqWtly olew thrIqgh the streets. The krIwd let lIIse a kakIWhIny Iv 

vrightened shriefs and oegan tI shIbe Ine anIther— skattering oakf intI lIkal 

oqsinesses.

BInnie was almIst Wqshed Iber as they disWersed oqt managed tI stand 

her grIqnd— banishing and reaWWearing tI abIid indibidqals Iv the startled 

mIo.

Oben avter the krIwd had gIne— she kIqld still veel the ekhI Iv the olast 

reberoerating in her khest. She wIqld habe assqmed it was a lightning strife 

had she nIt velt that eAakt WIwer oevIre.

xistant kar alarms olared Iber the thqnderstIrm. Shepd already oegqn tI 

lIIf vIr sIme klqes as tI what direktiIn eAaktly it had kIme vrIm— oqt the rain 

was mafing it rather divukqlt. That was . . . qntil she Weered intI an alleyway 

akrIss the street and thrIqgh a khain-linf venke.

Barry was tIwering Iber Samantha— whI was lying In the Wabement. . . .

“EI—” BInnie gasWed— stqmoling vIrward a halv steW. “EI— nI— nI!” She 

kIntinqed ahead— Wikfing qW the Wake as she oegan tI vear that she was tII 

late. “StIW!” she shriefed— her bIike oeaten dIwn oy the inkessant klatter Iv 

the rain. She sIIn kame qW tI the venke— graooing hIld Iv it as she kIntinqed 

tI skream. “’ said stIW it!”

’t was nI qse. Barry kIqldnpt hear her vrIm that var away.

BInnie hqrriedly skaled the venke and threw herselv Iber it. There wasnpt a 

mIment tI waste.

The bery instant her shIes tIqkhed the grIqnd— she kqrled her ungers and 

klqtkhed the bery temWer Iv reality. Ms she s,qee;ed her ungers intI her Walms— 

the sIqnds arIqnd her oegan tI slIw and stretkh qntil they didnpt eben hqm. 

She then threw her arms Iqt— releasing a sqrge vrIm her oIdy that snagged 
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and Yerfed the threads Iv eAistenke tI their limitK the thikf beil Iv Wressqre 

shepd eAerted had ensnared the wIrld in a rigid state Iv sqdden— qnmIbing 

silenke.

BInnie had stIWWed time.

She gasWed— oarely aole tI sqkf in a vqll oreath Iv the mItiInless air. She 

glanked qW— nIting that the sIqrke Iv the dense— vrI;en reberoeratiIns in her 

khest was a halted thqnderoIlt hanging in the sfy.

xesWite the vakt that her lqngs were essentially kImWressed and oqrning 

with eAtreme intensity— she Wressed In. She didnpt habe the time tI katkh 

her oreath— and tI her— her kImvIrt wasnpt wIrth letting Samantha die Iber. 

Oben as her oIdy kried in agIny vIr her tI release her grasW In time— she 

Wqshed herselv tI sWrint tIward her vriends. Oakh Wqddle she stImWed in 

shIt qW a ,qikf sWqrt Iv water— whikh almIst immediately vrI;e avter she 

oIqnded Wast.

She kIqld veel her griW sliWWing. ’v she didnpt release it sIIn— she was gIing 

tI olakf Iqt vrIm the strain. She fnew she had tI dI sImething tI get Barry 

away vrIm Samantha— tI snaW her Iqt Iv it— and she had tI dI it vast. Dith vew 

Ither IWtiIns— she Yerfed her arm oakf and released her stranglehIld while 

thrIwing a desWerate Wqnkh— and Yqst as the slaWWing Iv the rain against the 

Wabement resqmed— she dekfed Barry right akrIss the vake.

The vrI;en lightning was unally vree tI skatter akrIss the sfy. Ms it krakf-

led Iberhead— BInnie staggered oakf and whee;ed in eAhaqstiIn. Dhile 

ebery mqskle in her oIdy oqrned— it didnpt stIW her vrIm shafily hIlding 

her arms Iqt tI the side and WrItektibely standing Iber the reaWer. Oben 

while vatigqed— she wasnpt aoIqt tI valter nIw that she was glaring right 

intI Barryps sIql with her sqrging biIlet eyes.

Barry nearly sliWWed and vell as a resqlt Iv the qneAWekted strife. M shIrt 

oqrst Iv anger ulled her vake qntil she reali;ed BInnie was the Ine whI had 

strqkf her. “B-BIn!?” she khIfed— vree;ing qW life a startled khild.
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BInnieps right eye twitkhed and she oegan tI grIwl. zer ungers kqrled 

oakf intI her Walms— and her nails dqg intI her sfin with enIqgh Wres-

sqre that she drew olIId. “NIq IDIOT!” she shriefed while tafing a steW 

vIrward and rIqghly shIbing Barry.

“DhaR” Barry gasWed— stqmoling oakf seberal steWs. “Dhat are yIq 

dIing here!?”

“Dhat am I dIing here?” BInnie shIqted oevIre shIbing her unger in 

Barryps vake. “Dhat are you dIing here!?”

“xealing with a WqWWet!” Barry retIrted.

“FqR” BInnieps vake drIWWed as she WrIkessed the wIrd. She glanked 

oakf at Samantha— whI had Inly regained enIqgh strength tI leber her-

selv qW In her eloIws. “FqWWet? . . . FqWWet!?” she kInvqsedly reWeated. 

“Barry— are yIq seriIqsly that vqkfing stqWid!?”

“BqtR” Barry stqooIrnly denied— “'IIf! Thatps not Sam!” she argqed— 

WIinting Wast BInnie at the reaWer— whI was kIntinqing her vrqitless 

strqggle tI sit qW.

“DhatR” BInnieps vake twitkhed. Barry>s wIrds made nI sense. She 

didn>t eben need tI lIIf oakf tI oe sqre it was her. “Dhat the hell are yIq 

talfing aoIqt!?”

“ze tIld me what he did!” Barry shIqted oakf— steWWing oakf qW tI 

BInnie. “Besides .  .  .  sheps nIt eben klIse tI hIw strIng Sam was! She 

dIesnpt eben habe her tIAins anymIre!”

BInnie stared at her in qtter disoeliev as images Iv Samanthaps sqW-

WIsed eAekqtiIn cashed thrIqgh her mind. Uv kIqrse things wIqld oe 

missing— Iv kIqrse shepd oe weafer— she lifely had tI oe reoqilt!

The olIndeps vake grew red— oqrning with irritatiIn as she saw nIt eben 

an Iqnke Iv dIqot in Barryps eyes. zer oIiling anger then sqrvaked vqlly 

with a sqdden IWen Walm smakf akrIss Barryps vake.
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Barry gasWed and tIIf twI steWs oakf in ,qikf sqkkessiIn. zer eyes 

tremIred and widened avter oeing strqkf oy her vriend vIr a sekInd time. zer 

liWs oegan tI ,qiber— oqt she gqlWed as iv swallIwing dIwn her hqrt Inly tI 

then leer oakf at the olInde.

“NIq oeliebed that snake oekaqse sheps weafer!?” BInnie shriefed— stImW-

ing oakf qW tI her— as she revqsed tI let Barry eskaWe her kritikal laWse in 

Yqdgment. “That’s yIqr reasIn!? Sheps weaker!?” She snarled— “Sheps weafer 

oekaqse she almIst vqkfing died— dqmoass!”

Barry kIwered slightly— hIlding her orqised kheef as the sting Iv the slaW 

still vreshly ekhIed akrIss her nerbes. She held it as thIqgh it had damaged 

her mIre than the kqts and gashes that littered her sfin. She slIwly aberted 

her eyes— staring oeyInd BInnie again and oakf tIward the reaWer shepd levt 

a olIIdy mess In the Wabement.

DillIw had orIfen vree vrIm jIAanne and ran tI Samanthaps aid. She was 

dIing her oest tI helW her sit qW. xesWite the density Iv Samanthaps sfeletIn— 

DillIw managed tI get her qWright and sImewhat staole. She seemed tI Way 

nI mind tI the olInde Ir Barry and merely went aoIqt khekfing Samanthaps 

wIqnds.

Samantha stared olanfly at nIthing in WartikqlarK her bisiIn lifely still 

hadnpt retqrned. She Inly leaned intI DillIwps grasW— ,qietly oreathing as her 

oIdy slIwly Wqlled itselv oakf tIgether avter the oeating shepd sqvvered. zer 

temWIrarily sightless eyes dwelled in heartakhe— as iv still qnaole tI vathIm 

why Barry wIqldpbe dIne what she did— and qWIn nItiking that— Barryps liWs 

oegan tI tremole.

“’v yIq aktqally qsed that orain in yIqr head— Erika,” BInnie snarled— qn-

aware that shepd eben deadnamed Barry while WrIdding at her vIrehead with 

a unger. “’pm Wretty sqre eben sImeIne as stupid as yIq kIqld ugqre Iqt yIq 

were sent tI fill Ine Iv yIqr Iwn vriends! Bqt yIq didnpt thinf— did yIq!? NIq 

Yqst did what yIq were tIld!”
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Barry snivced and tIIf anIther halv steW oakf. She tightly s,qee;ed her liWs 

tIgether and stared at the grIqnd— the grabity Iv her aktiIns unally weighing 

her dIwn.

BInnieps vake sIvtened as she witnessed hIw ,qikfly Barry krqmoled. Mn 

qneasy vrIwn kame Iber her liWs as she reali;ed that shepd dIne var mIre dam-

age than nekessary. zer anger was nI eAkqse vIr letting Barryps deadname sliW 

vrIm her liWs.

“Barry . . . ’-’ didnpt mean . . .”

M sqdden distant whistle then stIle her attentiIn and she tqrned tI see 

Omma rqnning tIward them vrIm dIwn the street.

“DIrf it Iqt later!” Omma shIqted— sliding tI a halt In the wet Wabement. 

“NIq gqys made a massive kImmItiIn. They fnIw where we are.” She glanked 

at her wristwatkh. “De gIt aoIqt ube minqtes tI get Iqt Iv here oevIre they 

swarm the Wlake!”

jIAanne had sinke made her way Iber tI DillIw and Samanthaps side. Bqt 

qWIn the sWItting Iv a third vake that she did nIt rekIgni;e— she shriefed Iqt— 

“OnIqgh!”

Omma glanked Iber tI the twI girls hIlding qW Samantha. “DhI are yIq?” 

she s,qinted.

jIAanne grqnted— as thIqgh tafen aoakf oy the aqdakity Iv sqkh a ,qes-

tiIn. “DhI am ’? DhI are yIq!? Dhy dI mIre Iv yIq WeIWle feeW shIwing 

qW!?”

“Neah— nIt imWIrtant.” Omma hqmmed— sliding a oag Ivv her shIqlder and 

dIwn her arm. “’ WrImise— ’pll eAWlain Inke we get Iqt Iv here—” she assqred 

them oevIre Wqlling Iqt a small handheld debike with a single oqttIn In it.

BInnie immediately winked. Uv kIqrse Omma wIqld rig sImething life 

that. “xInpt tell me thatpsR”

“M detInatIr—” Omma kInurmed— Wqshing dIwn the switkh as she unished. 

EIt tII var in the distanke— a Wlqme Iv smIfe shIt intI the sfy as an eAWlIsiIn 
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rIkfed the already startled small tIwn. BevIre lIng— the sirens Iv aWWrIakhing 

emergenky behikles WrebiIqsly headed tI inbestigate the ught nIw had a new 

WrIolem tI deal with.

“Dhat was that!?” jIAanne shIqted— tightening her hIld arIqnd DillIw 

and Samantha.

“Uqr zqmbee—” Omma reWlied. “That shIqld oqy qs sIme time.”

“Mhh . . .” BInnie eAhaled— Winkhing the oridge Iv her nIse.

“FInytail— dI yIqR”

“Hy name is jIAanne—” she grqmoled oakf.

“Qine! jIAanne— dI yIq habe a kar!?” Omma oarfed.

“Nes— a statiIn wagIn! Dhy dIes it matter!?” jIAanne devensibely snaWWed.

“Bekaqse wepre rqnning Iqt Iv time tI aktqally mafe it Iqt Iv this in Ine 

Wieke! SI get it!”

jIAanne s,qinted in distrqst then eyed her little sister. The qrgenky in 

Ommaps bIike seemed tI oe enIqgh vIr her tI rise qW— nId— then rqn Ivv tI 

retriebe the behikle.

“Qlannel fid—” Omma kalled Iqt avter jIAanne levt.

DillIw didnpt beroally resWInd and simWly tightened her vrightened hIld 

In Samantha.

“?et in the vrInt with yIqr sister—” Omma Irdered. “BInnie— in the middle 

with Sam— get her Watkhed qW.” She then ga;ed tI her right at the white-haired 

girl whI was Yqst ,qietly standing still and staring at the asWhalt. “NIqpre in 

the oakf with me— Barrikade.”

HaAimilian stIId Inly a dI;en yards vrIm the oqrning wrekfage. ze stared 

intI the dekeitvql krakfling cames snaWWing as rainwater WIqred Iber them. 



ORPHAN VEIL: THE STRAY202

TI thinf hepd oe vIIled sI easily oy sImething sI simWle. “M diversion.” ze 

khqkfled. “MdIraole.”

“Sir—” Farfer oegan— her oIIts slIshing in the cIIded street as she aW-

WrIakhed him. “UmikrIn khekfed the tIwnps sqrbeillanke systems. Eineteen 

and Oighteen were lIkfed in kImoat aoIqt twI olIkfs vrIm here— Yqst as the 

skIqts said.”

“Mnd?” he in,qired— watkhing the wrekfage as ureughters desWerately at-

temWted tI Wqt it Iqt.

“Sebenteen arribed and stIWWed the ught altIgether—” Farfer reWIrted.

“xid she nIw?” HaAimilian hqmmed— raising a hand tI his vake. ze strIfed 

his mqstakhe— an amqsed smile kIming akrIss his vake as he reali;ed the three 

had reqnited. “This may oe WrIolematik. ThIqgh— in a way— itps WIetik.”

“FardIn . . . sir?” Farfer kIkfed a orIw.

“They Inke vIqght tIgether.” HaAimilian glanked Iber his shIqlder. “Mnd 

nIw— theypll all die tIgether.”

zis smile tqrned intI a grin as Farfer almIst immediately abIided his ga;e. 

ze then stared oakf intI the ure— qnoIthered oy the aWWarently dire kirkqm-

stankes. There was nIthing vIr him tI wIrry aoIqt. Barrikade was released In 

his Irder— and BInnie with Omma In his aWWrIbal. ’t was Inly a matter Iv time 

oevIre the three vIqnd eakh Ither. Dhile things were mIbing a tad ,qikfer 

than hepd hIWed— with xianaps newly akkrqed fnIwledge— and Samanthaps 

grIwing Warty . . . his Werkeibed unale was shaWing qW tI oe glorious.

“Dhatps Iqr neAt mIbe?” xiana sWIfe qW vrIm oeside HaAimilian. Farfer had 

wandered Ivv— and in her Wlake stIId the kImmander— thIqgh Yqst life Farfer— 

she didnpt dare lIIf his way.
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HaAimilian karelessly shrqgged. “De Wlay Iqr kards klIse tI the khest—” he 

eAWlained. “Bqt— ’pll admit— wepre kqrrently in the red.” ze sighed— reakhing qW 

and sqokInskiIqsly skratkhing at his mqstakhe. “Vnited— theypre a dangerIqs 

triI— itps hIw they were debelIWed. ThIqgh ’ habe my dIqots that theypll oe 

willing tI vIrgibe Eqmoer Oighteen sI easily avter she almIst killed Saman-

tha.”

xianaps vake skrqnkhed and her ungers twitkhed. The mere mentiIn Iv her 

daqghterps name was nIw enIqgh tI nearly send her intI a rage— oqt she 

managed tI temWer herselv. She fnew— at that WIint— hepd nI lInger eben 

kInsider qsing Samanthaps designatiIn— that he mqstpbe oeen lIIfing vIr her 

tI lash Iqt. Ms she kalmed herselv— she let lIIse a deeW nasal eAhale. She 

wIqldnpt allIw him that satisvaktiIn.

“De need tI gain sIme . . . leverage.” HaAimilian sneered.

“'eberage?”

Ms the resWInders oegan tI sqvvIkate the ola;e— HaAimilian slIwly tqrned 

away and steWWed Ivv— sharing nI additiInal wIrds with xiana as he levt her 

alIne in the rain.

xiana winked— tightening the griW In her hands that she held oehind her 

oakf. She snivved the airK the skent Iv smIfe had oeen reWlaked with that Iv 

the ure retardantps sqotle sweetness. zer daqghter had oeen rIaming these 

streets Yqst minqtes agI . . . oqt what wIqld she habe dIne iv she were tI vake 

her again?





Chapter Eleven

The Somber Six

A side from the endless rain beating down on the windshield, and the 

squeaky wipers scurrying across its surface, the only other noises in the 

car were the engine and Samantha’s quiet wheezing.

Willow was propped up on her knees and peering over the edge of her seat. 

She cautiously watched as Bonnie meticulously nursed Samantha’s cuts and 

bruises. The blonde was doing the best she could with the small Erst aid kit 

supplied to her by -mma, although she was quickly running out of materials.

-mma was in the back staring out the window. She was paying no mind to 

any of them, especially Barry, who sat right beside her.

Barry was hunched over, hiding her face in her hands. She wallowed in a 

mental hell of her own creation, sickened by the fact that she’d taken any'

thing that lying snake said at face value. After countless years of lies and 

isolation, she!d believed his word on a whimH

She softly, yet barely audibly, snif?ed.

Bonnie was right. . . . jow could she be that stupid“

She knew Iust how close she!d been to ending Samantha’s life, and that 

dreadful guilt hung silently around her neck like a ghostly noose.

”R want answers,x MoFanne suddenly demanded, tightening her grip on 

the steering wheel. She had been staring at the blonde through the rearview 

mirror with darkened eyes brimming with stress. ”Now.x

”R’m not sure what good it’ll do you,x Bonnie said, pulling an alcohol swab 

away from Samantha’s cheek. Samantha slightly winced. ”But R suppose it’s 
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only fair, even though R don’t know who you are, or why you’re even with 

Sam.x

”Who I am doesn’t matter,x MoFanne growled. ”Py entire life has been 

upended and R don’t even know why.x jer eyes narrowed. ”So the least 

you could do is tell me who you are and what the hell is going on.x

”R .  .  .  see.x Bonnie cleared her throat and placed a hand against her 

chest. ”R’m Bonnie, and that’s,x she swallowed, ”Barry.x

MoFanne  squinted,  peering  beyond  Bonnie’s  re?ection  at  the 

hunched'over brawler in the back. ”jm . . .x She huffed, then averted her 

attention to the captain. ”And that one“x

”R was the captain of O.T.O. -psilon,x -mma started, turning to meet 

MoFanne’s mirrored gaze. ”But now, R’m Iust -mma Dierce.x

”O.T.O.“x Willow curiously inquired. ”What’s that stand for“x

”Ooundation Task Oorce,x -mma answered. ”We’re what they use to 

keep the :rphans contained . . . among other things.x

”And you Iust . . . defected“x MoFanne asked. ”jow do R know you’re not 

Iust a wolf in wool“x

-mma scoffed and gestured in the direction of the blonde in a poncho. 

”Rf R was, why the hell would R have brought Bonnie“x she sarcastically 

sneered.

”Oair point.x MoFanne huffed.

”As for what’s going on . . . Rn short, the :rphanage Ooundation placed 

a kill order on Samantha. And considering we’re all involved at this point, 

that order eFtends to the rest of us now,x -mma uneasily relayed, leaning 

back into the bench seat and crossing her arms under her breasts.

”joly shit. . . .x MoFanne eFhaled, her grip on the wheel partly loosening.

”R won’t lie, shit’s pretty grim . . .x -mma grumbled. ”But considering 

we literally have three :rphans at our disposal, R think we can withstand 

almost anything they throw at us.x
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Willow seemed more curious than scared, as though she didn’t yet fully 

grasp the encroaching threat looming over them. Rn her eyes, Samantha was 

surely enough to protect her. ”Piss . . . Dierce“x

”jm“x -mma hummed, cocking an eyebrow.

”Rf you don’t mind me asking . . . what eFactly is an :rphan“x

”Well, they’re a lot more than Iust a parentless child,x -mma scoffed.

”By deEnition, that’s essentially what we are,x Bonnie chimed in, pulling a 

needle and thread through Samantha’s arm, stitching up a rather large gash 

to assist with its rapid healing.

”Non’t be a smartass, Bonnie.x

Bonnie playfully shrugged and went back to focusing on Samantha.

”:rphans are the entire reason the Ooundation eFists,x -mma eFplained. 

”The :rphanage Ooundation operates under the guise that they’re protecting 

the public from them.x She then knit her brows. ”Rn reality, they’re the ones 

making them.x

”They’re . . . made“x Willow inquired.

”Orom a slew of abducted children, yes. As far as R know, there’s only two 

requirementsY they have to be female and no older than seventeen, and if they 

aren’t . . .x -mma winced, ”they don’t survive the procedure.x

Willow nervously gulped and lightly shuddered from -mma’s words as a 

chill ran down her back.

”-ven if they do meet the criteria, very few actually make it,x Bonnie 

murmured, snipping the thread. She’d Enally Enished up both cleaning and 

tending to Samantha’s wounds. ”Those that do survive are immediately given 

Pem'Larcs and put in a cell for observation.x

”Pem . . . what“x MoFanne mouthed, having calmed down enough to rein'

sert herself into the conversation.

”Pemory'Alerting'Larcotics,x -mma deEned. ”The Ooundation’s favorite 

toy.x
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”Ueah,x Bonnie sighed. ”And because of those, we don’t know how the 

procedure actually works. The only thing we know is the criteria, and that 

they call it The Drocess.x

”That’s incredibly vague,x MoFanne grumbled.

”Story of my fuckin’ life,x -mma huffed. ”Those that do make it through are 

augmented, some very slightly, and some signiEcantly. Rf you can believe it, 

Samantha’s only in the middle in terms of how odd the transformations can 

get. There’s literally a girl made of plants.x

”The only real odd thing about Samantha, to us at least, is that she’s still 

alive,x Bonnie stated, leaning back against the seat.

”Why“ Because that one almost beat her to death“x MoFanne sneered.

Barry uncomfortably curled her Engers into her hair and sank lower into 

her lap.

”Lo . . .x Bonnie frowned, ”because we thought she died.x

MoFanne blinked. ”Uou thought she what“x

Willow sank against her seat, likely recalling their discussion out on the 

lawn as she eyed the resting reaper. That must’ve been what she’d been 

referring to.

”We were all present for it,x -mma started. ”Gast :ctober . . . there was a 

massive containment breach. We were barely able to stop it, and during that 

chaos, Samantha lost complete control of herself sheerly out of self'preser'

vation. Bonnie and Barry tried to calm her down, but . . .x

”We were subdued . . .x Bonnie gulped. ”And Sam was gunned down. Back 

then, she couldn’t take bullets like she can now. She was literally torn apart, 

and we all had to watch . . .x

”The weirdest part is that she’s alive with a brand'new coat of paint,x 

-mma said. ”There’s literally only one way she could’ve possibly survived 

that.x

”What’s that“x Willow softly questioned.
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”Cndergoing The Drocess a second time,x Bonnie stated. ”As far as we 

know, no one has ever been put through it twice.x

”And what does that mean“x MoFanne asked.

-mma halfheartedly shrugged. ”R couldn’t tell you. R don’t even know what 

The Drocess is, let alone what a second go'around would do to an :rphan.x

”Might . . .x MoFanne hummed, then suddenly perked up and peered over her 

shoulder. ”Wait a minute, back up to the Pem'Larcs,x she eFclaimed. ”They 

put out an emergency alert, the whole county knows by now. jow do they 

eFpect to drug an entire populous and keep any information from leaking“x

-mma solemnly snickered and shook her head. ”Where do you think the 

cops are“x

”What do you mean“ We saw two earlier,x MoFanne recalled.

”:ff duty, maybe. The rest of them have set up a perimeter thirty miles 

outside the county. Lo one’s allowed in, or out,x -mma eFplained. ”And as 

for information leaking“ —ood luck doing that with a two'way radio.x

”But . . . can’t people Iust go online“x MoFanne proposed.

-mma shook her head. ”Kheck your phone.x

”R’m driving, and even if R wanted to, R left it at the house,x MoFanne con'

fessed, glancing at her sister.

Willow frowned. ”R left mine on my dresser.x

”-ven if you had them, they’d be useless,x -mma declared while pulling 

out her own. ”The Ooundation plans for these things. The moment that emer'

gency alert went live, the perimeter was erected, and all outside communica'

tion was cut.x She pressed the power button and her phone screen lit up. Sure 

enough, she had zero bars.

”So there’s . . . no help coming . . .x MoFanne gulped.

”Lone at all. We’re it,x -mma declared.

”We’re it . . .x MoFanne softly repeated, slumping back against her seat and 

sliding her hands partway down the steering wheel.
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Samantha stirred, her heavy eyes ?uttering as she released a sore groan.

jearing Samantha’s audible discomfort, MoFanne peered back over her 

shoulder to check on the girl. She was still bruised and somewhat bloody, but 

a maIority of the damage had already begun healing thanks to Bonnie’s added 

efforts.

MoFanne knit her brows together. She wasn’t about to drop what happened 

Iust because Samantha was okay.

”And how do R know R can trust you or Bonnie“x MoFanne asked, glaring 

back up into her mirror at -mma. ”-specially when you brought her into my 

car.x

”Barry had a lapse in Iudgment,x Bonnie stated, ”albeit a large one.x

”A lapse in Iudgment“x MoFanne scoffed.

”jer actions may have been extremely rash and ill'informed, but there’s 

almost no one who cares about Sam more than she does.x

”By almost killing her“ That’s a really fuckin’ weird way to show affection,x 

MoFanne growled.

Willow shot a Iudgmental leer at her sister. ”MoFyHx

”WhatH“x MoFanne barked back. ”We’re eFpected to trust her Iust because 

her heart was in the right place“ Well, R’m sorry, R can’t and won’t trust 

somebody that slow in the head when our lives are on the line.x

Samantha’s lips curled slightly as she continued to stir. MoFanne’s com'

ments about her friend seemed to be bugging her, despite the circumstances.

After a few moments of silence, Barry softly murmured into her hands, 

”She’s right.x

Samantha’s tired eyes peeled open.

”Barry . . .x Bonnie frowned.

”Lo. She’s right,x Barry repeated, squeaking in broken agreement. She 

raised her head and dropped her hands to her lap. jer face was stained with 

streaks of the tears she’d been shedding in silence. ”R let myself be lied to by 
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a man who’s lied to us for years. . . .x With her eyes dropping to the ?oor, she 

balled up her Ests, tugging at her pants as she choked on her tears. ”R’m a 

fuckin’ moron,x she croaked.

”That’s not true.x

Barry raised her head, noticing Samantha’s sky'blue orbs peeking over the 

seat and staring right at her.

”S'Sam,x Bonnie stammered, turning toward the smaller girl. ”Uou should 

save your energyJx

Samantha only slightly glanced at the blonde, but it was enough to make 

Bonnie relent in her pursuit.

”But . . . Sam . . .x Barry protested.

”Rt’s not true,x Samantha reiterated, wheezing as she did. -ven though 

speaking strained her at the moment, she wouldn’t allow Barry to speak ill 

of herself, even after everything she’d done.

”Rf it were . . . you wouldn’t have h'hesitated,x Samantha spoke before 

stopping short. She then gagged and twisted, coughing profusely into her 

palms.

The coughs only made Barry feel worse. A sob spilled out her lips and she 

quickly covered them. She then tightly closed her eyes, squeezing out further 

tears before quietly mumbling, ”R’m sorry . . .x

”Stop it . . .x Samantha immediately retorted in a dulcet tone. The sounds of 

the brawler’s guilt made her heart ache. =nowing her all too well, she could 

tell those sobs weren’t fake.

She placed her small hands against the seat and began to hoist herself up 

over it. She grunted, as despite how minor of an eFertion it was, her muscles 

were burning from it.

Barry’s teary eyes opened as Samantha weakly grabbed at her wrist.

”R forgive you,x Samantha whispered as a weak, eFhausted smile came over 

her lips. ”Rt’s not your fault that he lied to you.x
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Barry snif?ed. ”R can’t forgive myself.x

”Then Iust know that R’m not angry . . .x Samantha softly squeezed Barry’s 

wrist. ”R could never be mad at you.x

Barry softly nodded and loosely grabbed hold of Samantha’s smaller hand. 

”:'okay.x She gulped.

”R missed the two of you more than anything,x Samantha revealed, grip'

ping Barry’s hand with all her weakened might.

”>esus, Sam . . .x Barry snickered, wiping her eyes with her wrist. She 

couldn’t help herself anymore and released Samantha’s hand before leaning 

up and hugging the small one as tightly as she could. ”R really missed you, 

too.x

Samantha squeaked at being squeezed so suddenly, but she couldn’t help 

but hug her back, as such an embrace was long overdue. There was nothing 

Barry could ever do to her that would get her to forsake their friendship, for 

better or worse.

Lot wanting to interrupt the two, Bonnie decided to lean up between the 

front seats to ask MoFanne, ”So, are you driving anywhere in particular“ :rJx

MoFanne leered back past Bonnie at the two girls embracing. She still de-u

nitely didn’t like Barry but seemed to be willing to pipe down for Samantha’s 

sake. ”We need somewhere to lay low for the night. R’ve got a spot in mind,x 

she quietly divulged.

”Where“x Willow curiously prodded.

”Memember Cncle Nennis“x

”Ueah“x

”R’m taking us to his old place,x MoFanne said, turning onto a dirt road. 

”Since he died, his family’s Iust kinda let it sit. We’ll be safe there . . . at least 

for the night.x

Samantha sat back down. She had mostly recovered by this point, though 

still looked an absolute mess. But without any cleaning supplies on hand, 
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there wasn’t much that could be done about it. Dlus, at the moment, she 

Egured if she was Iust going to keep getting into Eghts, there wasn’t really 

much of a point in cleaning herself up anyway.

Barry, on the other hand, had stopped tearing up, and while she was 

still clearly dwelling on her actions, Samantha’s forgiveness seemed to 

put her somewhat at ease.

”Rs that it“x Bonnie asked, pointing at a lone, dark property down the 

road.

MoFanne nodded.

”Wow . . .x Willow mumbled, looking over how dilapidated the entire 

area was. >unk and scrap littered the lawn to the point that it looked like 

a Iunkyard. ”They really haven’t taken care of this place.x

”jow often did you guys come by here“ When he was alive, R mean,x 

Bonnie inquired.

”All the time when R was little.x Willow beamed. ”:ur father and Cncle 

Nennis were really close.x

”Ueah, but once Nad passed, Nennis followed soon after, and well . . .x 

MoFanne sighed, pulling into the barn, as the door had been carelessly left 

aIar. ”Pemories of a bygone era.x

She stopped right about in the center of the old building. ”:kay,x she 

started, pulling out her keys. ”Get’s get set up.x

”-leanor, you must calm yourself.x PaFimilian hummed. je was sitting 

in the booth of a small diner directly across from his assistant. Though 

usually empty at this time of night, he and the entire pursuing force had 

Elled the diner to the brim.
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”R’ll do nothing of the sort, OordHx =elly barked through the speakers of 

PaFimilian’s laptop. The two had been going at it for several minutes.

”Py dear, Samantha’s termination is not up for debate,x PaFimilian said, 

sipping on a mug of coffee as he blankly stared into the webcam.

”But it was beforeH“ R’ve had enough of your shitHx =elly snarled. ”Uou could 

have let her rest, or better yet, not killed her in the Erst placeHx

”-leanor, she murdered severalJx

”That wasn’t her fault, and you know itHx =elly shrieked, visibly fuming 

as the hairs loose from her bun fell down over her face. ”And if that was the 

reason, why would you bring her backH“x

PaFimilian chuckled. je leaned back in the booth, continuing to purpose'

fully sip his coffee at the pace of a sickly elder.

”She never should have been subIected to any of this,x =elly grimaced, 

visibly Eghting against having another mental breakdown after the several 

she’d already suffered through. ”Uou’ve been playing with Ere long enough, R 

hope it -nally burns you.x

As the screen went dark, PaFimilian raised his eyes to scour the diner while 

continuing his prolonged sip. je looked over the many tables of :rphanage 

personnel talking among themselves, then his eyes met with Niana’s. She sat 

still and alone, with her elbows on the table and her Engers tightly linked. 

A cup of untouched, cold coffee and an uneaten sandwich lay before her. All 

she’d done for the last hour was stare him down.

”Sir, why did you allow Noctor =elly to speak to you in such an . . . pncrou

fessional manner“x Wilson piped up, wondering why his boss didn’t shut her 

down even once.

The doctor chuckled as he set down the mug. ”There’s no harm in doing so, 

son. R am a Erm believer in freedom of speech.x

”Then . . .x Wilson squinted, looking down at his half'eaten plate of 

spaghetti. ”Sir, if R may inquire“x
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”What about“x PaFimilian beckoned.

”R’ve . . . loyally stood by your side for years, sir. R respect you with every 

Eber of my being, but R . . .x Wilson chewed at his bottom lip.

”Speak your mind, my boy,x PaFimilian egged him on, continuing to 

stare beyond his assistant and at Niana, holding a stalemate of glares.

”R simply don’t understand something,x Wilson sighed, resting his hands 

in his lap. ”R understand the Ooundation’s mission, it’s for science, it’s to 

eFperiment. But R don’t understand the . . . pnne�essary steps we’ve taken.x

”No specify, Wilson.x

”Why . . . allow the doctors and :rphans to form attachments to one 

another“x Wilson asked. ”Why fool them, and lie to them“ Why willingly 

release more :rphans to only further complicate our mission and irritate 

our men“x

Loticing PaFimilian’s fervent stare, he slowly turned his head to peek 

over his shoulder. ”Why go out of your way to take her only child“x

Niana shifted her glance Iust slightly enough to let Wilson know she 

disapproved of his gaze. je quickly turned back, keeping his eyes on his 

plate and not daring to raise them.

The brief break of eye contact was enough for PaFimilian to be satisEed, 

as though he’d won some sort of frivolous contest. je peered down at Wil'

son stirring in discomfort, which seemed to Iust give him another reason to 

smirk. ”Why, you ask“x he muttered, raising his mug yet again. ”R needn’t 

eFplain it, as you’ve already seen why, Wilson.x

”Sir, R . . . R have“x Wilson murmured, unconvinced. What could PaFi'

milian possibly gain from not Iust pulling, but tangling, so many strings“ 

jardly anything is to be gained from confusion, disorganization, or . . . 

suffering. Cnless it were satisfaction . . . Cnless PaFimilian’s reasoning was 

. . .

”Khaos“x Wilson softly hummed, glancing up from his plate.
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PaFimilian grinned down at his assistant. je took a moment to drink, then 

set down his cup and leaned against the table. ”Uou’re in the ballpark,x he 

said.

”But . . . but sir . . .x Wilson’s shoulders slumped.

”Kommander —ray’s stare was enough to make you look away,x PaFim'

ilian stated, peeking over toward her again. She hadn’t ceased staring his 

way. ”jer eFplosion of confused and cluttered emotions when she learned 

the truth“x je further widened his sly grin at the commander from across the 

diner. ”jer sickened reaction when she realized she was the one who ordered 

the eFecution of her own child Iust a year prior“x PaFimilian returned his 

cold eyes to Wilson. ”Cnquestionably . . . cri�eless. Rt’s all about perspective, 

dear boy. Py duty, of course, is to the wondrous Ooundation R’ve created. To 

the creations, discoveries, and fascinating data we’ve procured.x je chuckled. 

”But do R enIoy the side effects of such heinous work“x jis grin was sickening, 

so much so that Wilson couldn’t bear to look him in the eyes without his 

stomach twisting. ”Absolutely.x

Wilson couldn’t believe what he was hearing. je pondered on if this was a 

test. Derhaps one of the cognitive :rphans had affected his mind, or maybe he 

was sick. Lo matter the eFcuse Wilson procured, each had its own faults. But 

one thing was for sure, PaFimilian had never spoken so . . . genpinely before. 

There was only one eFplanation to Wilson that needed no IustiEcation.

je swallowed dryly.

Oor once . . . he could sense PaFimilian was simply telling the truth.



Chapter Twelve

Moonlit Serenity

“A lright,” Emma denoted while tugging the girthy, rickety barn 

doors shut. She stepped over to the group and then dropped 

the duf’e bag sheTd been carrying around onto the dirt. “Bhis may not 

be the tastiest shit youTve ever eaten.” She knelt down and began Wshing 

through it before pulling out a thick stack of slim brown packages. “Mut 

theyTll do.”

“Rhere did you get ?qEsH” Monnie xuestioned. She was attempting to 

construct a Wre, rubbing a stick between her hands against a pile of aged 

barn wood and twigs that sheTd decided to use as kindling.

“Bhe Iumvee. Re keep at least a weekTs worth of these in them at all 

times,” Emma eNplained as she began to toss them around. “— snatched 

them and a few other things before — torched it.”

“Rhat else did you grabH” Rillow asked curiously.

“Yot much . . .” Emma peeled the bag open. “A lot of ammunition, thatTs 

for sure. A couple of ’ashbangs, some frag grenades!”

qoNanneTs head instantly shot up. “Oou had bombs in my car-H” she 

cried.

Emma sxuinted. “Oeah, like grenades in a car full of guns and three 

teenagers with what are essentially superpowers is the thing you should 

be concerned about.”

qoNanne grumbled in hesitant agreement, then proceeded to search for 

instructions on the package sheTd been given.
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“So . . . Urphans . . . Urphanage . . .” Rillow began, scratching the back of 

her neck as she eyed Emma. “Oou guys mentioned there being a reason for 

that naming scheme, rightH”

“—tTs because we were all unwanted children,” Monnie stated. She looked 

rather pleased with herself as sparks cracked to life beneath her stick, and the 

kindling began to smoke. Unce it was burning, she Wlled a tin can with water 

for their ?qEs and laid it on one of the boards near the edge.

“All of youH” Rillow frowned.

Samantha nodded from beside her. She was barely paying attention, mostj

ly focused on her fruitless struggle to tear open her ?qE.

“Dnwanted doesnTt even scratch the surface,” Marry scoffed, ripping the 

bag open with ease. As the Wre Monnie had been tending to fully burst to life, 

she seemed a little . . . surprised. “Oou know — have a lighter, rightH”

Monnie slowly turned to leer at Marry. “And . . . youTre Lust telling me nowH”

“— didnTt know you were starting a Wre.”

“Marry, why else would — be rubbing a stick between my handsH” Monnie 

asked.

Marry scoffed and began to snicker. “Rell!”

“Yo, shut up,” Monnie snapped back, whipping a stick at Marry, which she 

narrowly avoided. “zonTt answer that.”

Rillow looked to her sister only to notice a seeming lack of interest. —t 

didnTt really surprise her, as family was always a sore subLect for them both. 

Mut if qoNanne didnTt want to talk about it, she didnTt mind. “qoNy and — 

werenTt eNactly unwanted, at least until our dad died. . . .” She sighed, laying 

her pouch on the ground. SheTd never really spoken about their situation 

to anyone besides qoNanne, and even then, their discussions were always 

eNtremely brief.

“Uur dad loved us. IeTd take us Wshing, show us how the farm exuipment 

worked and such. . . . Ie was very handsjon, but — donTt really remember much 
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about him. — was so little that sometimes — canTt even remember his face.” She 

somberly chuckled, placing her arms over her knees.

“Re always knew our mom kept to herself and didnTt want to be bothered 

much . . . but . . .” Rillow frowned. “Rhen zad died, she didnTt even say 

goodbye. . . . She took every penny we had and left. Fike she was Lust waiting 

for it to happen.”

“Sounds like a real piece of work,” Emma sympathiJed.

“— wanted to cry all the time. . . . — wanted her to come back, but it didnTt 

take me too long to Wgure out that wasnTt going to happen,” Rillow lamented 

though a bright smile ended up forcing its way back onto her lips. “And if — 

didnTt have qoNanne, — probably wouldnTt even be alive right now.”

qoNanne ceased Wddling with her ?qE for a moment and raised her head. 

She was leaning up against the car a few feet from the group, Lust far enough 

to keep everyone in her sights.

“SheTs given up so much . . . all Lust to protect me and give me a better life,” 

Rillow gloated on her sisterTs behalf. “SheTs more of a mother to me than our 

real one ever was.”

qoNanneTs eyes glistened as she looked back down at the directions sheTd 

been reading. She couldnTt help but smile at her sisterTs kind words.

“— . . .” Samantha hummed, defeatedly cradling her mangled pouch in her 

lap. “— never met my parents.”

“OouTre not missing much,” Marry said, staring into the ’ames of their 

campWre.

Monnie thwacked the stick she was using to stoke the coals upside MarryTs 

shin.

“Ah- Rhat-H” Marry winced, grabbing at her leg.

Monnie huffed and nudged her head in SamanthaTs direction. Dpon looking 

over, Marry noticed SamanthaTs somber demeanor and reluctantly decided to 

keep her mouth shut.
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“Coster home to foster home . . .” Samantha murmured, tightening her 

grip on the ?qE. “Each one was the same. . . . zisinterested stares and 

the knowledge that!” She closed her eyes and sucked in a breath Lust as 

a whimper began to escape her lips. “Bhe knowledge that —Td eventually 

Lust be sent somewhere else . . .”

Rillow scooted up against SamanthaTs side. —n an effort to comfort her, 

she pressed her head against the girlTs shoulder, gently nuJJling against 

it.  She empathiJed but hadnTt a clue how to make Samantha feel any 

better, as she hadnTt even Wgured that out for herself yet.

Mut for Samantha, RillowTs simple act of affection was enough to make 

her lips partly curl into a smile.

“Since weTre all sharing .  .  .” Monnie sighed, laying the stoker down 

beside the Wre. She plopped down and leaned back against a worn, rusting 

shelf that must have fallen over a great many years ago. “— . . . honestly 

donTt even know how my father felt about me.”

“Ie was a dick enough to willingly sell you to ?aN and the Urphanage,” 

Marry stated, picking up the scalding tin of boiling water with her bare 

hands. “So that should give you a pretty good idea,” she said while pourj

ing the water to the Wll line of her pouch, unfaJed by the heat due to her 

steely skin.

“Rait . . .” qoNanne sxuinted. “Oour dad sold youH”

“Cifty grand,” Monnie said while crossing her arms. “—t wasnTt me he 

wanted gone, though. —t was my sister. Ie didnTt care about her one bit. 

— offered to go in her place, and!” She scoffed. “— donTt know if he was 

disappointed, relieved, or both. . . . Mut he didnTt say a word, and — was 

taken the neNt day.”

“Pesus ;hrist . . .”

“— never really got it. . . . —tTs not like he needed the money, and he rarely 

saw us anyway.” Monnie shrugged.
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“Iow rich does a guy have to be to!” qoNanne stopped. She stared 

across at MonnieTs vibrant, unixue violet eyes. Ier blonde hair and good 

looks were one thing, but those . . . eyes . . . “MonnieH”

“OeahH” Bhe blonde glanced up over the Wre.

“RhatTs your last nameH”

“SaturnH”

“Ioly shit,” qoNanne gulped, nearly dropping her pouch.

“Rhat is itH” Rillow inxuired, still leaning up against Samantha.

“OouTre . . .” qoNanne shivered, raising her hand up to shield her eyes 

from the glaring ’ames and get a better look at the blonde. “OouTre 

Rilliam SaturnTs kid-H”

Monnie chuckled, unsurprised that her fatherTs name was so commonly 

known. “Unly by blood . . .”

“RhoTs thatH” Rillow curiously asked.

“Une of the CoundationTs contributors,” Emma sneered. “Mut the pubj

lic, of course, doesnTt know that. Un the surface, heTs Lust some billionaire 

asshole that runs the largest international company on the planet. Mut 

beneath that . . . heTs Lust one of the guys that fund the Urphanage.”

“Are you seriousH” qoNanne said.

“— havenTt got any proof . . . but!”

“Oou donTt need any,” Monnie chuckled in heartache, well aware of the 

skeletons in her familyTs closet. “IeTs been involved with shit like that 

since before — was born.”

“?y . . . god . . .” qoNanne mumbled.

“Rhat about you, MarryH” Emma inxuired, shifting her attention to the 

brawler.

MarryTs face dropped a bit, as though she dreaded it being her turn to 

share. She sharply eNhaled through her nose and shoveled a xuick forkful of 
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what appeared to be beef into her mouth. “— donTt want to talk about it,” she 

mouthed.

EmmaTs eyes narrowed. “Rhy notH”

Marry swallowed down her mouthful. “—s it any of your businessH” she 

snarled, glaring daggers at the captain. “Rhy donTt you share instead, hmH”

Bhe captain shrugged. “Cine,” she said, leaning back on her palms. “Yot 

much to tell, my family and — donTt have any problems. — was born and raised 

in ;hicago, but — moved out here when the Coundation offered me a Lob after 

my Wrst tour of duty.”

Marry grumbled to herself and looked off into the shadows before taking in 

another forkful.

“See MarryH” Emma sarcastically sneered. “—t wasnTt that hard.”

“Rell arenTt you Lust so special,” Marry muttered, tightening her pincerlike 

grip on the plastic fork.

Monnie peered over her shoulder. “Marry, whatTs wrongH” she calmly asked.

“—tTs nothing. zonTt worry about it,” Marry xuietly replied.

Emma raised a brow. “BhereTs no need to get defensive, Lust relaN!”

“Uh piss off,” Marry scoffed, tossing her now empty pouch into the Wre and 

shooting to her feet. “Rho do you think you are, my momH” she barked. “Pust 

gonna poke me then act like you didnTtH Gretend itTs my fault-H”

Emma grunted and leaned back a bit further from the outburst. “—Tm sorry, 

— didnTt mean to strike a nerve!”

“Oeah, right.” Marry stuffed her hands into her pockets. “—Tll be outside,” she 

declared while stomping off into the dark.

“Marry, wait-” Monnie cried, scrambling to her feet. Mut by the time she was 

up, the barn doors had slammed shut and Marry was gone.

Emma sighed before noticing that Monnie was glaring over at her. “RhatH”

“SheTs sensitive,” Monnie declared.

“Iow was — supposed to know that-H” Emma bellowed.
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“Ier, sensitive, yeah right,” qoNanne scoffed, only to receive a similar 

glare from her little sister.

Monnie balled up her Wsts and lightly grumbled.

“Balking to her is like talking to a wall,” the captain divulged.

Monnie huffed. “Oeah, one without any support.”

Uutside, alone and frustrated, Marry stood sucking on a freshly lit smoke. 

She knew full well sheTd lost her temper and hoped the frigid autumn 

air and nicotine would calm her down. Mut even as she stared up at the 

starjdotted, xuiet evening sky, she couldnTt cool off.  —t wasnTt EmmaTs 

fault. She was used to a little Leering. —t was the subLect matter itself. She 

couldnTt help but wonder how the others could talk about their families 

without feeling anything but an itch to hit something.

“Marry . . . RhatTs wrongH” Monnie murmured as the rickety barn doors 

clattered shut behind her.  “—  havenTt seen you blow up like that in a 

while.” She stepped beside her, gaJing up at the twinkling diamonds that 

hung over their heads.

MarryTs rigid shoulders fell subtly. “— Lust .  .  .  wanted to be alone for 

a minute, — guess.” She plucked the cigarette from her lips and rubbed 

her eyes while agitationjlaced smoke poured out of her mouth. “— got too 

heated.”

Monnie took a half step closer and gently laid her hand against the girlTs 

arm. “Rould you like me to stay for a little whileH” she inxuired.

Marry softly nodded while pinching her lips back around the ash stick. 

“—Td appreciate that.”

MonnieTs shiny blonde locks bounced as she nodded, too. “Ukay.”



ORPHAN VEIL: THE STRAY224

She found MonnieTs presence both soothing and unnerving. She felt a need 

to speak her mind, and if anyone were going to listen, Monnie would. . . . Mut 

speaking her mind always got her into trouble. —f the metal that made up 

her arms had been loose, it would be rattling from how badly sheTd begun to 

shake. ;igarettes couldnTt stave her anNiety forever, and before long, she was 

unable to stomach more silence.

“Sometimes . . . — think it wouldTve been better for all of us if — was shot down 

instead.”

Monnie blinked, possibly unsure if sheTd heard those words correctly. 

“RhatH” she whispered, turning her head from the stars.

“She didnTt deserve it,” Marry whispered, letting her cigarette fall from 

her lips with the last bit of ash sheTd inhaled. —t wasnTt doing much for her 

anyway. “She certainly didnTt deserve to get the shit beaten out of her by 

me either,” she said as her throat began to Wll with words of remorse, nearly 

enough for her to choke on. “— donTt ever think . . . — Lust!— do- And all that 

comes from it is disappointment. . . . So what fuckinT good am —H”

Monnie frowned. “— donTt like it when you talk this way.”

“Imph.” Marry closed her eyes and lowered her head. “And — donTt like it 

when — fuck up all the time.”

“OouTre too hard on yourself, Marry,” Monnie sighed, gently rubbing her 

shoulder. “Oou donTt always!”

“zonTt pretend, Mon-” Marry shouted, Lerking away to deny herself any 

sympathy. “Oou know it, that qoNanne chick knows it- Rhat — did was the 

fault of my own ignorance!my own stupidity- —f it werenTt, you wouldnTt 

have!”

“— didnTt mean to call you by your deadname-” Monnie interLected, forcefulj

ly grabbing Marry by the bicep.

Marry froJe up from the sudden apology and locked eyes with Monnie.

“—Tm sorry,” Monnie gulped regretfully.
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Ier confused blue eyes began to xuiver in the face of an apology she knew 

she didnTt deserve.

“— was angry, and — was Lust trying to hurt you. . . . — thought of the worst 

thing — could say and — . . .” Monnie broke eye contact out of shame. “—Tm 

sorry.”

Marry softly cleared her throat. “—tTs . . . —tTs Wne . . . — shouldnTt even be upset 

by it, you knowH —tTs not like — deserve a new name Lust for hating my mom.”

“Oou donTt need anyone’s permission but your own to choose your name,” 

Monnie afWrmed. “Oou donTt even need to have a reason. Oou can do anything 

you want.”

Marry smiled slightly. Yo matter what happened, Monnie always knew Lust 

what to say. “—t must be nice . . .” she halfheartedly snickered. “OTknow, being 

perfectH”

Monnie cocked a brow, confused at Wrst until she realiJed that Marry meant 

her. A little smile cracked over her lips, and it didnTt take much more than a 

soft snicker before she was sent into a complete laughing Wt.

Marry tensed up a bit and nervously chuckled, eyeing the blonde as she 

reeled in bemusement. “RhatTs so funnyH”

“?eH” Monnie wheeJed, catching her breath as she clutched her sides. 

“Marry,” she sniffed, “you canTt be serious.”

“— am-” Marry cried, clenching her Wsts together as her cheeks began to 

singe red.

“Marry, — make Lust as many mistakes as anyone. —Tm no better than you or 

anybody else!”

“Yo-” Marry shouted, wanting her statement to be taken seriously. “OouTre 

absolutely brilliant, Mon-” she proclaimed, suddenly grabbing the blonde by 

the arms. “— wish — could be like you, dammit- OouTre so smart- Oou always 

know what to say. Yo one —Tve ever met has been nearly as nice or as beautiful 

as you are-”
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Monnie stiffened in MarryTs grasp. As the cold wind blew through her hair, 

she stared at the brawler like a deer in headlights. “RjwhatH”

“—!” MarryTs face burned as she noticed the surprised twinkle in MonnieTs 

eyes. Bhere was no playing this one off. “— didnTt mean!”

“zid you Lust!”

“Yo-” Marry defensively cried, releasing Monnie and taking a half step back. 

“— . . . — mean, yes, but!” She covered her eyes out of embarrassment and 

leaned her head back, groaning out into the air. “—Tm sorry, — didnTt mean to 

say that . . .”

“Uh, stop it.” Monnie snickered, reaching up and pressing a slender Wnger 

against MarryTs lips. “zonTt apologiJe for being who you are.”

Marry partly recoiled from MonnieTs touch, her mind turning fuJJy as she 

began to stammer. “—j—Tm njnot!”

“OouTre used to apologiJing for things out of your control, arenTt youH”

Marry swallowed, her Wngers nervously tingling as the topic of her feelings 

Wnally became unavoidable. “Oou egghead,” she snickered, looking at the 

ground, “reading me like a book.”

“— know you donTt want to talk about it, but youTve stowed so much anger 

in your heart . . .” Monnie took a step, closing the gap between them. “Oou 

havenTt had time to heal, and all youTve done is bleed.”

Marry curled her xuivering Wngers into her palms. Even thinking about 

it was hard, but Monnie was right. She was done avoiding it. “Bhey were 

terrible.”

“Uh, Marry,” Monnie cooed and cupped the brawlerTs cheeks. She lifted 

MarryTs chin and stared into her eyes with her wondrously calming violet gaJe. 

“— know a thing or two about being neglected. Glease, Lust get it off your chest 

. . .” Ier smile was faint but present. “Yo oneTs here to Ludge.”

She could have kept it bottled up for another ten years if she had to, but 

what would that do to herH She wasnTt too keen on Wnding out, and she felt 
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in her gut that somehow Monnie was even more concerned than she was. Bhe 

blonde Lust had that look in her eyes: she wouldnTt be satisWed until Marry let 

it all out.

“?y mom was a fuckinT liar and a cheat long before — was even born,” Marry 

muttered, glancing away from Monnie. “Bhe only reason — was born was that 

she . . .” She gulped. “Bhe whole family was blonde.” She abruptly eNhaled. 

“And — . . . —Tm not.”

Monnie frowned. “She was faithless.”

“And guess who suffered for her mistakeH” Marry lightly snickered, prodj

ding her chest with a thumb. “?e . . . Kood old Erika. zad . . . Rell, their dad 

left, all because of something our mom did,” she recalled, clearing her throat 

as she pulled away from Monnie again, this time not as rough. “All three of 

my sisters, and my mom, blamed me. . . . Yot a day went by that they didnTt 

remind me that — was the reason their family was torn to pieces.”

“Bhey didnTt consider you a part of itH Yot even a littleH”

“Yot in the slightest . . .” Marry frowned, “but it didnTt stop Tem from forcing 

me to compete in sports alongside them Lust so they could try and humiliate 

me. Mut to be honest, my sisters blew ass at it,” she softly chuckled. “Mut even 

though — outshined them so blatantly . . . it didnTt matter.”

“Rhat do you meanH” Monnie inxuired.

“—t didnTt matter how many trophies, Wghts, or races — won. Ur how many 

times — outperformed those bitches. — was the bottom rung, the welcome mat, 

always getting stomped on.” She growled, spitefully spitting into the dirt.

“BheyTd come to my meets Lust to shit on me when — messed up, then sit 

in silence whenever — eNcelled.” MarryTs teeth began to grind like sandpaper 

against a stone, the bad habit causing her own nerves to shriek for her to stop 

with stinging bolts of pain through her gums. “Bhere was no point in trying 

to argue my case. And if — dared implicate my mother as the one responsible 

for her own actions, theyTd beat the snot out of me.”
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As she recollected the engrams of abuse that had been branded into 

her psyche, she trembled with an increasing tempo. She didnTt shake out 

of pain, Lust anger and ferocious rage. Bhat urge to hit something had 

resurfaced with a vengeance, and she immediately fed into it by shouting 

and smashing her foot against a rusty bucket lying in the dirt. —t careened 

across the yard, kissing the tips of the overgrown grass as it ’ew before 

crashing into a decrepit fence that nearly crumpled on impact.

“Bhey were so adamant on maintaining her innocence that the rest of 

my fucking family doesnTt even know that — was born.” Rith a heartbroj

ken snicker, her arms fell to her side, and tears began to well up against 

the corners of her eyes.  “Burns out itTs really easy to hide a kid who 

doesnTt have a room or anything of their own. And holy shit . . .” Marry 

sxueaked, her voice crackling as she forced a smile riddled with hurt. 

“Rhen they found out — liked chicksH”

“Yo,” Monnie sputtered, her pupils shrinking as she stared in disbelief 

at the brawler. “Bhey didnTt . . .”

Marry nodded, dragging her Wst over her eyes in an attempt to hide and 

wipe away her welling tears. “Bhey stopped calling me by my name, and 

in its place .  .  .” she croaked, unable to bring herself to repeat or even 

ponder their scathing words. “Every day until — was taken . . .”

Monnie let loose a puff through her nose and yet again grabbed hold 

of the girl. Bhis time, Marry wasnTt getting away, as Monnie clamped her 

arms around her in a vicelike grip. Une hand slithered up her back and 

palmed the back of her head, pulling MarryTs face into her shoulder.

Bhe security of MonnieTs arms made her weak but not vulnerable. She 

drew a breath through the blondeTs poncho before hesitantly yet fully 

dumping every ounce of encumbering sorrow sheTd been carrying.

Monnie curled her Wngers into the leather of MarryTs Lacket. She closed her 

eyes, softly humming in the girlTs ear as she wailed between raspy sobs. All 
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she wanted was to unscrew the cap and let Marry pour it all out. She got her 

wish.

ziana stood alone in the shadows at the edge of the motel parking lot. A bag 

was slung over one shoulder and a large ri’e over the other. —n her hands, she 

clung to a welljworn, wrinkled piece of paper. —t was something sheTd never 

actually looked at, something sheTd simply forgotten and tucked away‘ a birth 

certiWcate.

She hadnTt read it, not once, not even when sheTd signed it. Allowing her 

husband to choose the name, she alienated herself from the act of abandoning 

her own blood. Rhat was the use of knowing her name if she had to give her 

upH SheTd never felt worthy enough to learn it.

Mut as much as she wished it werenTt so, there it was. ;lear as day, written 

Lust over the line in her eNjhusbandTs handwriting.

“Samantha Kray . . .” ziana murmured, shamefully blinking away the dew 

collecting on her eyelashes.

Goorly paperclipped to the sheet was a Golaroid photograph the nurse had 

taken out of courtesy. ziana was present, and though she appeared to be 

hardly conscious, there was a soft smile on her face. And in her arms, wrapped 

in a blanket, was a baby girl with a partial head of Letjblack hair.

—t was so obvious. . . . After all, how many >oreans had blue eyes and black 

hairH Mut even then, she wasnTt sure. SheTd seen at least one other person like 

her that she deWnitely knew she had no relation to . . .

—t couldnTt have been this simple. She couldnTt believe that all sheTd had to 

do to know was read the damn certiWcate to connect the dots. —f that was truly 

all that had stood in her way, what kind of mother was sheH
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“;ommanderH” a voice called out from behind her.

ziana turned stiff and xuickly folded up the sheet before tucking it 

back beneath her vest. She raised her head and looked over her shoulder, 

peering across the dimly lit motel parking lot. Garker had come to bother 

her. “RhatH”

“Rhere are you . . .” Garker sxuinted, having spotted the bag and ri’e. 

“vhat are you doingH”

“— need to see something for myself,” ziana declared, beginning to step 

away onto the road.

“See . . . whatH ;ommander, itTs the middle of the night.” Garker huffed.

“A scout from C.B.C. CoNtrot spotted the target taking refuge in an old 

barn about three miles east,” ziana eNplained, motioning toward the Weld 

on the opposite side of the road. “—tTs less than an hourTs walk.”

“Bhen why arenTt we attacking them nowH” Garker impatiently inj

xuired, Logging after ziana. “Re could hit Tem while theyTre sleeping-”

ziana grumbled something under her  breath.  She didnTt  want to 

launch such an attack, not yet anyway. She couldnTt let it end like this, not 

without knowing for sure. Even if her hands were tied, even if she couldnTt 

stall it forever . . . she had to at least know. “Bhe scout hasnTt even gone 

in for a closer look. —Tm going to do it myself.”

“And . . . the ri’eH”

“—tTs in case — get a clean shot,” ziana lied, grass and leaves crunching 

beneath her feet as she reached the bank at the other end of the street.

“— see . . . Rould you like me to accompany you, maTamH” Garker asked, 

almost eagerly.

ziana sighed, knowing the refusal of such an inLunction would invoke 

suspicion. Mesides, GarkerTs heart was in the right place. BhereTd be no 

point in denying a rexuest from someone who clearly Lust wanted to make 

themself useful. “Cine,” she groaned, “Lust stay close, and xuiet.”



MOONLIT SERENITY 231

“Yot a peep,” Garker whispered, eagerly nodding as she stepped alongside 

her commander.

ziana let Garker wander ahead of her, stopping to peer back at the motel. 

She didnTt buy the umbral silence, not even for a second. Something in her 

bones told her he was watching, that he knew what she was doing. —t almost 

always seemed that way. . . . Ras it from a window on the upper ’oor, a car 

in the shadows, or Lust within her own imaginationH

qoNanne looked through the ’ames at Emma. BheyTd been left alone, as Rilj

low and Samantha had wandered off somewhere. Rithout the presence of 

teenagers, the pressure of keeping her tongue tied seemed to be alleviated. 

Yow that it was Lust them, she felt she could Wnally ask for the rougher details. 

“Iow many are thereH”

Emma blinked and glanced up. SheTd been lost in thought, staring into the 

embers. “—Tm . . . sorryH” she inxuired with a tilt of her head.

“Iow many kidsH” she murmured, leering through the ’ames.

“Iow many Urphans are there, or . . . how many have diedH” Emma asked.

“Moth . . .” qoNanne reluctantly gulped.

“Bch,” she scoffed, “— donTt have an answer for either. —Tm sure even ?aNij

milianTs lost track, not that he gave a shit to begin with.”

“?aNimilianH” qoNanne prodded. Bhis was the Wrst time sheTd heard that 

name.

EmmaTs face scrunched. “Samantha never mentioned anything about 

himH”

qoNanne shook her head. “—f she has . . . not . . . directly.”

Emma hummed in solemnity. “— shouldTve Wgured . . .”



ORPHAN VEIL: THE STRAY232

“Rho is heH” qoNanne inxuired. “—s he the man Monnie was shouting 

about when she confronted Marry in the streetH”

“?ost likely,” Emma replied and uncomfortably crossed her arms then 

leaned back against the fallen shelf. “IeTs the sole reason the Urphanage 

Coundation eNists.”

“— thought you said it was governmentjbackedH”

“Macked,” Emma stated, “not owned.”

qoNanne slowly rounded the Wre to better hear EmmaTs words.

“IeTs one slippery son of a bitch. . . . Bhere are so many other classiWed 

sites that even if we manage to walk away from this victorious, —Tm not 

sure itTll even make a dent.” Emma sighed.

“Rhat has to be doneH” qoNanne asked, sitting beside the captain.

“Ie needs to die,” Emma grimly grumbled, glancing at qoNanne. “—f 

weTre going to make any headway, he has to go.”

qoNanne nodded in understanding. “— have another xuestion.”

“Shoot.” Emma hummed, looking back into the crackling ’ames.

“— know you said they have to be female but . . . are there any boysH” 

qoNanne asked curiously.

“Yo,” Emma swiftly answered.

“RhyH”

EmmaTs face scrunched as though the thought had never even crossed 

her mind before. “— donTt know. . . . Mut considering Bhe Grocess is so picky, 

it might have a hand in it. Bhat, or ?aNimilian gets some sick Loy out of 

eNclusively tormenting girls.”

qoNanne gulped uncomfortably at the prospect, but she couldnTt stop 

herself from asking to know more. —t was as if she had to know. Bhe more 

LustiWcation she had for what they were doing, the better. “—s there . . . 

anything else about it you can tell meH Anything you didnTt want to say in 

front of the kidsH”
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Emma slowly shook her head. “—Tve got nothing. At this point, you know 

Lust as much as anyone else there does. Yot even their assigned doctors 

know.”

“Assigned doctorsH”

“BheyTre more or less caregivers. Bhey oversee the kids to make sure theyTre 

healthy and document their abilities. Mut all in all, theyTre good people,” 

Emma declared.

“Iow can good people participate in something like thatH” qoNanne 

scoffed.

Emma sighed and gently shook her head. “Iave you ever applied for a Lob, 

and after getting it, been forced to do things that werenTt in the descriptionH”

“Oeah, thereTs a lot of that with my line of work.” qoNanne frowned. “RhyH”

“>idnapping and eNperimenting on kidsH Bhose are Lust some of the things 

we werenTt fuckinT told.” Emma snarled. “Bhe docs were being recruited for 

their ?accomplishmentsT and ?talents.T Bhe task forces were recruited for milj

itaryjgrade security,” she eNplained, linking her hands together. “Yone of us 

knew and, shocker, none of us were comfortable with it when we found out.”

“Bhen why doesnTt everyone resign, or rebelH” qoNanne said. “—f none of you 

were okay with it, why are you the only one Wghting back-H”

Emma glanced around once more to ensure the other four werenTt around. 

Dpon clearing the room, she narrowed her eyes toward qoNanne. “—tTs because 

of him.”

“Bhat . . . ?aN guyH”

Emma nodded. “Ie controls a lot more than Lust the Coundation. Ie conj

trols people.”

“Bhrough whatH” qoNanne snarked.

“Cear,” Emma declared plainly. “Yo one has the courage to stand up propj

erly, because they can be snuffed out!” she snapped her Wngers “!like that. 

—tTs a fragile system that can be broken easily by cutting off the head of the 
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dragon. Mut when no oneTs strong enough to lift the swordH” Emma hummed, 

looking back down into the gradually cooling embers of the nowjdying 

’ames. “Yothing changes.”

qoNanne sat xuietly, as the more she pondered EmmaTs descriptors of the 

CoundationTs sly methods, the more she thought of her own Lob. . . . Iaving 

seen so many young women come through, bright and hopeful, only to leave 

depressed and ashamed of themselves. Yo one was strong enough to draw 

the line, not even qoNanne. Mut at least with her Lob, they could leaYe if they 

wanted.

“Rhich is why that changes with us,” Emma stated.

“qight,” qoNanne said, watching the coals crackle.

“Rell . . .” Emma sighed, placing a hand on her knee. “zonTt feel like you 

need to stick around. Bhings are about to get ugly, real ugly.”

qoNanne had considered it!several times, in fact. Mut by this point, she 

Wgured they were in way too deep to walk away. “Re stay.”

“Are you absolutely sureH” Emma shot a sharp glare at qoNanne. “—Tm not 

saying our situation is hopeless, but itTs going to be rough. — need to know you 

understand that.”

“Even if — could walk away from this with no strings attached, my conj

science wouldnTt let me. Some people might be content with letting shit like 

this go down . . .” qoNanne furrowed her eyebrows, glaring back at Emma with 

the same determined ferocity. “—Tm not. ve stay,” she repeated.

Emma nodded and slowly leaned back against the shelf. “Alright.”

Samantha and Rillow sat together before a glassless window near the peak 

of the barn. Bhey overlooked the darkened countryside, which was illumij
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nated by the soft gleam of a full  moon. Bhe dreary canvas of clouds 

from the afternoon had since dissipated, and in their place, countless 

twinkling stars dotted the night sky.

“Bhis was my favorite spot when qoNy and — would visit our uncle,” 

Rillow recalled, eyeing the glittering dew left over on the grass and grain 

by the earlier storm. “—Td sneak off at night and climb up here, Lust to look 

at the stars.”

—n a rare moment of solace, Samantha found herself grinning from ear 

to ear at the unimaginable sights of a simple evening. Ier heartbeat had 

steadied, her muscles grew laN, and her tendrils even loosened their hold 

on her waist. She was infatuated with the luminous bodies aglow in the 

sky that almost seemed to dance around the moon.

Dnfortunately, she was so engrossed in the tapestry before her that 

she was entirely unaware that Rillow was slowly crumbling beside her. 

Rhile Samantha was fully aware of the danger that followed them, it 

appeared Rillow was only Lust beginning to grasp it.

A soft gasp broke SamanthaTs trance. Dpon looking over, she was met 

with the sight of Rillow covering her mouth and sxueeJing her eyes shut, 

with moonlit tears of fright dribbling down over her Wngers. Dnfortuj

nately, it looked as though the memories this place held for her werenTt 

enough to help her deteriorating conWdence.

“RillowH” Samantha worriedly whispered, almost unable to believe 

that the girl she saw as a shining beacon of radiance was burning out.

“Ijhojw,” Rillow sputtered, almost entirely unable to speak as she 

choked. Ier asthma had begun to strangle her, yet again. Mut Samantha 

wasnTt about to wait for her to fetch the inhaler and xuickly brought it to 

RillowTs lips herself.



ORPHAN VEIL: THE STRAY236

Rillow sucked in as much of the formula as she could with a dry heave, 

which appeared to grant her some reprieve though it did little to calm her 

stomachjchurning nerves.

“Rillow, whatTs wrongH” Samantha pressed, setting the inhaler down.

“— cjcanTt do it anymore . . .” Rillow stammered, then slumped right up 

against Samantha.

Samantha raised her arms, startled by RillowTs sudden dive into her 

side. She was entirely unsure of what to do. Ras she supposed to hug herH 

Get herH SheTd never had the duty of calming someone down before. “zo 

. . . whatH”

“Mjbe strong-” Rillow cried out, pressing her face against SamanthaTs 

ribs. “Gjpeople with guns came to my house- Re were almost arrested. 

Oou were shot-” she wailed.

“—Tve . . .” Samantha swallowed. “—Tve been shot before. —Tm used to it.”

“Oou shouldnTt be- Bhis isnTt okay, none of this is okay-” She groaned. 

“Iow are you even able t!”

Samantha xuickly, albeit loosely, wrapped her arms around Rillow. 

She nearly cringed at the act, as it was even more alien to her than the 

use of silverware. She wasnTt even sure if  she was doing it  right,  but 

upon noticing that Rillow had stopped her shaking, she instinctively 

tightened her embrace without even realiJing it.

“Iow .  .  .”  Rillow hummed,  lowering her  voice  and sinking into 

SamanthaTs grasp. “Iow do you take itH”

“Bake . . . whatH”

“All of it,” she whimpered. “Rhen — found you, you were so . . . skittish. 

pou were scared, not me.” She took another sniveling breath and peered 

up at Samantha, dragging her face against the bloodstained shirt. “Oou 

were too afraid to even sleep by yourself but .  .  .  then .  .  .  when those 

people came and tried to take us away . . .”
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Samantha looked down at her, the moonlight and dim glow of her eyes 

softly illuminating RillowTs face. “— . . .” she muttered, Wnding herself disj

tracted by RillowTs beauty, accentuated by the soft light. Even when she was 

upset . . . she was cute. Samantha gulped as a sudden, foreign sense of duty 

began to root itself in her heart. She no longer feared holding Rillow. She 

feared letting go, as though releasing the farm girl out from her arms for a 

moment would result in her safety being compromised.

“— have a hard time eNpressing myself,” Samantha murmured, glancing 

away to collect her thoughts. “Mut —Tve always been afraid, always lashed out 

in an attempt to keep myself safe . . . even if it wasnTt . . . me. —Tve never had 

someone other than myself to protect before,” Samantha divulged.

“Marry and Monnie have always been more than capable of protecting 

themselves. Mut now that youTre here, when thereTs danger, — Lust want to keep 

you safe. — want to be there. Oou make me feel . . . so . . .” She glanced back at her 

for a moment, only to Wnd RillowTs adorable auburn eyes staring right back 

at her. Ier emotions were almost . . . indescribable, and looking at Rillow 

only made her feel even fuJJier.

“Aghh,” Samantha huffed in confusion, curling her Wngers into RillowTs 

’annel and xuickly looking back off at the sky.

Samantha continued to stare off into the sparkling void, almost thoughtj

less until she homed in on the moon. She blinked and sat still for a moment, 

only to slowly raise up a hand and point it up at the sky.

Rillow cocked a brow and peered beyond SamanthaTs hand. “Ojyeah . . . —tTs 

the night skyH”

“Bhat,” Samantha stated conWdently.

“IuhH”

“Oou make me feel . . .” Samantha adLusted her handTs positioning, tracing 

over the stars until she pointed directly at the full moon. “Fike that.”

Rillow only sxuinted. She wasnTt getting it.
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“Rhen —Tm with you, — . . .” SamanthaTs skin tingled as a sudden set of 

goosebumps radiated across it. Ier chest and throat tightened in tandem. “— 

have time to think. . . . Bhe noise, and fear in my head! —t Lust!” She lowered 

her hand. “—t goes away. Bhe last two nights when — slept in your bed with you 

. . . — was still, xuiet, and undisturbed.” Samantha limply smiled. “Pust like the 

moon.”

Samantha comfortably hummed, looking back down at Rillow, whose face 

had grown hot and was practically steaming red. Even though they were 

emotions she could barely understand . . . maybe Rillow would. “Yothing 

has ever made me feel like this. . . . — want to do whatever — can to make sure it 

never goes away.”

“SjSam, do you . . . loYe meH” Rillow softly whispered, slowly sitting up and 

wiping her eyes.

SamanthaTs heart burned as she took the word in and Rillow towered over 

her. She gulped, having never heard it before. —t felt taboo and odd, but it 

sounded right. “RhatTs . . . thatH”

A smile that glittered brighter than the stars Wnally came back across Rilj

lowTs face as she stared into SamanthaTs absolutely clueless eyes. “Bhis,” she 

whispered, cupping SamanthaTs cheeks.

Mefore Samantha even knew what was happening, their lips touched. Ier 

eyes widened and a shocked eNhale shot from her nose. Ier arms seiJed and 

her tendrils abruptly unfurled, twisting in the air behind her. Mut as the kiss 

eNtended, she eased up and closed her eyes before slowly leaning back into it.

ziana laid chest down in the dirt, peering through the scope of her ri’e with 

the barrel poking through the thick veneer of grain she hid within. SheTd had 
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her eye trained on the window for some time, watching Samantha and Rilj

low speak to each other. She went to reach for her vest, wanting to compare 

what she was seeing with the photograph, but she stopped herself. —t wasnTt 

worth gambling on Garker growing suspicious.

Mut, truthfully, she didnTt even need the photograph. She could see Samanj

thaTs hair, and her eyes . . . her beautiful skyjblue eyes. At this point, she didnTt 

even notice or pay any mind to SamanthaTs augments. All she saw was her 

little girl Lust as sheTd envisioned, blissful and calm. She couldnTt even piece 

together if her mental image of her baby was any different, as though it had 

never been wrong.

ziana shifted slightly as she noticed Samantha move, and her heart almost 

halted entirely. Ier eye widened as she took in the sight of her daughterTs Wrst 

kiss. She blinked and wiped her eyes before peering through the scope again, 

ensuring that what she was seeing was real. A soft puff left her lips and her 

shoulders lightly slumped: it was something she never thought sheTd get the 

chance to see. She couldnTt believe it.

She smiled despite the stress it put on her stitches. —t felt wrong to do so, not 

Lust due to her inLury, but due to how long it had been since sheTd genuinely 

smiled. She could remember the eNact moment, too. Bhe Wrst time sheTd laid 

eyes on her little Samantha.

Bhe commanderTs throat dried and she xuietly croaked, “?y baby . . .”

“Say something, ;ommanderH” Garker perked up from the brush Lust a 

handful of yards away.

ziana cleared her throat and xuickly dragged her glove over her eyes, wipj

ing away her faintly gathering tears. “— said — canTt!” She hesitated, before 

relinxuishing her Wnger from the trigger. qegardless, the safety had never 

been switched off. “— canTt get a shot.”

“qats . . .” Garker snarled, ’opping on her behind with an irritated huff. “zo 

you want to inform the scout then head backH”
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ziana sat still for a moment, wanting to look at Samantha for as long as she 

could, Lust in case this was the last time. . . . She then hesitantly pulled back 

and pushed herself up to a knee, the ri’e raising along with her by the sling. 

“Garker,” she said, still staring off at the barn with her naked eye.

“Oes, maTamH” Garker cocked a brow, leaning back against her palms on the 

ground.

ziana slowly rose to her feet and slid the ri’e over her back. “OouTre a good 

kid . . .” she noted, turning to face the redjheaded rookie.

Garker blinked with a confused grimace. “Bhank . . . youH”

“— mean it, Annette,” ziana boomed, seeming to throw Garker off with the 

use of her Wrst name. Mut before the captain could even xuestion it, ziana 

had knelt down and abruptly grabbed her by the shoulders. Rhile their eye 

contact was uncomfortable, she wouldnTt break it, hoping that Garker would 

get some sense of the unbridled emotion surging beneath her surface.

“;ommanderH”

“Pust keep your head down and follow orders,” ziana mumbled, narrowing 

her eyes.

“RhatH”

“Pust do what — said,” ziana lowly commanded. “And Promise me, that no 

matter what, youTll Lust do what youTre told.”

“?jmaTam, — donTt understand . . .” Garker frowned.

“�romise me,” she growled.

Garker slowly nodded and gulped. “Rhat are you going to doH”

zianaTs eyes lowered to the dirt. Yot even she knew at this point. Gerhaps 

sheTd already said too much. Rithout anyone to talk to, she could swear she 

was going insane. —n moments like these, sheTd always had her husband to 

turn to . . . but sheTd long since pushed him away. As she glanced back up, she 

could see nothing but fragrant concern in the face of her subordinate.

;ould she . . . trust herH
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“Yothing.” 





Chapter Thirteen

Roundabout

B onnie sat beside the ashy, maleress pgewit, pddrinu ’ith the handufn 

sheEd storen acteg she and .lla had diswatShed .wsironk xhe -ne’ ev“

aStry ho’ it cfnStioned, that wagt ’asnEt dicpSfrt to fndegstandk Bft ’hetheg 

og not she Sofrd fse it ecceStiNery gelained to be seenk

”Ro ’ay,? Yovanne sneeged cgol aSgoss the bagnk

Bonnie SoS-ed a bgo’ and uranSed oNeg, onry to stage in wagtiar disberieck 

Yovanne and Baggy had been k k k tar-inu to eaSh othegI

”—of Sannot evweSt le to berieNe yof -no’ ho’ to dgiNe one oc these,? the 

decensiNe uigr ’ith the wonytair swofted as she warled the gooc oc heg station 

’auonk

”A -no’ ho’ to dgiNe arr -inds oc shit,? Baggy sniS-eged, wraSinu heg steery 

hands on heg hiws and uginninu slfury as weg fsfark

”BftF —ofEge onry ’hat, seNenteen og eiuhteenI?

”.h, loge og ressk AENe rost tgaS-,? Baggy shgfuuedk

”Jnd ’hat ’ege yof ’hen k k k?

”Oofgteenk?

”A see k k k? YovanneEs eyes naggo’ed as she Sgossed heg aglsk ”xo yof lean 

to terr le, that bero’ the aue oc cofgteen, yof reagned ho’ to dgiNeI?

”AtEs not ri-e itEs Negy hagd, Yovanne, Gesfs,? Baggy ugoaned and gorred heg 

eyesk

”!h yeahI Hille a gfndo’n oc the Sag then,? Yovanne hfccedk

”Hradryq?
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”Js lfSh as AEd roNe to heag Baggy wgattre on and on aboft ho’ a SrftSh 

’og-s,? Bonnie integgfwted ’hire roadinu heg pgeaglk xhe ’as ’eaginu onry 

heg shogts and dag- wfgwre hoodie, haNinu geloNed heg wonSho to fse as a 

bran-et dfginu the niuhtk ”WaNe eitheg oc yof seen .llaI?

”Rot sinSe rast niuht, ’hyI? Baggy inPfigedk

”Te need to tar- aboft ’hege ’e uo cgol hege,? Bonnie evwrainedk

”xheEs oft baS- teaShinu Tirro’ ho’ to shoot,? Yovanne gewried ’hire 

reaninu fw auainst the Sagk

”Ush, ’hat cogI? Baggy slig-ed becoge gaisinu and mevinu heg aglsk ”AENe 

uot ufns to swagek?

Bonnie illediatery gorred heg eyesk

”DSh,? Yovanne sSoccedk ”Bft awwagentry not any brains to swagek?

Baggy ugflbred ’hire Sgossinu heg agls in a hfcck Js she tfgned a’ay, she 

weeged aboft the gool cog the one otheg body they ’ege shogtk ”Ac Tirro’Es 

oft thege, ’hegeEs xalI?

”jw tow,? Bonnie stated, stfcpnu the wistor into heg ’aistbandk xhe then 

sSoowed fw heg wonSho cgol the digt and gose to heg ceetk

”jw towI? Baggy wgessedk

”DhegeEs a roct neag the wea- oc the bagnk xhe and Tirro’ ’ege fw thege arr 

niuht,? Bonnie evwrained, ’hiwwinu the wonSho cgee oc dfst becoge sridinu it 

on oNeg heg headk

”‘oinu k k k ’hatI? Baggy Pfestionedk

”A donEt -no’ ic A shofrd say,? Bonnie negNofsry lflbredk ”A wgobabry 

shofrdnEt haNe been swyinu on thel in the pgst wraSe, bft k k k? xhe weeged fw to 

the gactegs, la-inu sfge that xalantha ’asnEt a’a-e and risteninuk !nSe the 

Soast ’as Sreag, she ’aNed the t’o Sroseg ’ith heg handk ”A sa’ thel -iss,? 

she ’hisweged onSe they Srosed ink

”Whaaaaat!?? Baggy sPfeared, reaninu baS- on the heers oc heg bootsk 

”xalEs uayI?
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”Baggyq? Bonnie hissedk xhe PfiS-ry harted tile and rfnued cog’agd Mfst 

Srose enofuh to ’haS- the idiot fwside the head acteg evitinuk ”Tofrd yof 

-eew yofg NoiSe do’nqI?

”Wey, AEl evSitedq A thofuht A ’as the onry oneq? Baggy ’hined, gfbbinu 

the side oc heg headk

”Dhey k k k -issedI? Yovanne lftteged, awweaginu gatheg distgafuht, as 

thofuh she hadnEt notiSed theig bratant acpnity cog one anothegk ”DheyENe 

onry -no’n eaSh otheg cog cofg daysk k k k?

”!c the lany thinus AEd Sonsideg lyserc -no’redueabre in, golanSe is 

not one oc thelk Bft A San la-e an edfSated ufess as to ho’ it hawwened,? 

Bonnie lfglfged, sSgatShinu at heg Shink ”Ueghaws Tirro’ is attgaSted to 

xalanthaEs k k  k signiclant dewagtfge cgol znoglarkE Jnd xalantha ri-e“

ryF?

”A thin- yofEge geadinu too cag into it,  ;sk Rosey,? Baggy sniS-eged, 

uentry miS-inu heg on the nosek

”Wgll k k k? Bonnie hflled, brfshinu in elbaggasslentk At ’as, acteg 

arr, gatheg sirry oc hegk ”—of SanEt brale le cog beinu Sfgiofs,? she hfcced, 

Sgossinu heg agls oNeg heg wonShok

”—of SanEt anayzeu solethinu ri-e that, euuhead,? Baggy stated as she 

tfgned heg head, weeginu fw to’agd the roct ’hege xalantha ’as stirr 

sreewinuk ”At Mfst -inda k k k hawwens,? she said as a slire Sgewt oNeg heg caSek

”—of San anaryKe anythinuk DhatEs -ind oc the woint,? Bonnie getogtedk

”xtow gfininu the lolent,? Baggy Meegedk

Bonnie hfcced and roo-ed occ to’agd Yovanne, ’ondeginu ic she had any 

inwftk Bft she arlost awweaged k k k daKedk xheEd srflwed baS- auainst the 

station ’auon and ’as seelinury staginu occ into no’hegek ”YovanneI?

”Wey, yof uood, wonytairI? Baggy Pfestioned, uranSinu at hegk

”AEl k k k Mfst k k k ta-inu it ink? Yovanne ufrwedk

Bonnie gaised an eyebgo’k ”As solethinu aboft it botheginu yofI?
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”—of holowhobiS og solethinEI? Baggy aSSfsedk ”A lean, ’ith yof ugo’“

inu fw in the boonies, A -inda evweSt itF?

”Ro, yof idiot,? Yovanne ugo’redk

”Jge yof swruI? Baggy sPfintedk

”—esq? Yovanne snawwed baS-k

”As the danueg botheginu yofI? Bonnie inPfigedk

Yovanne uranSed a’ay cgol Oists“cog“Bgains cog a lolentk xhe -nitted heg 

bgo’s touetheg in thofuht, then nodded ’ith a uentre siuhk

”Jge yof acgaid xal ’irr hfgt hegI? Baggy wgoddedk

”Ro k k k A -no’ xal SofrdnEt and dowy’nmt hfgt heg Mfst cgol ho’ AENe seen 

thel integaStk Bft itEs k k k itEs SolwriSated,? Yovanne lflbred, Sgossinu heg 

agls beneath heg bgeastsk

”As it the OofndationI? Bonnie inPfigedk

Yovanne fneasiry shictedk ”—eah k k k?

”Terr, yof ainEt uot anythinu to ’oggy aboftq? Baggy wgofdry boasted and 

sralled heg psts touethegk ”Tith the thgee oc fs touetheg, thegeEs ritegarry 

nothinu that San stow fsk?

Bonnie soctry sniS-eged' they ’ege a uood teal bft not that uood oc a tealk 

”Dhat, bft arso that Tirro’ is entigery sace in xalanthaEs handsk?

”Jge yof sfgeI? Yovanne le’redk

”A donEt thin- AENe eNeg seen heg Sarleg and loge SonNiSted than she is 

’hen sheEs ’ith heg,? Bonnie evwrainedk ”AEl sfgek?

J bit oc a uoocy ugin Sale oNeg YovanneEs caSe as she awweaged to be wft 

sole’hat at ease, thofuh heg eyes stirr gattred ’ith thofuhts oc ’oggyk At ’as 

fndegstandabre, as Bonnie -ne’ that Yovanne ’as a’age that the danueg 

’asnEt uoinu to sfbside any tile soon k k k
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”‘o ’e gearry haNe to do it this eagryI? Tirro’ soctry ya’ned, gfbbinu heg eyes 

and sPfintinu in an attelwt to aNoid the urage oc the harc“gisen sfnk xhe didnEt 

wagtiSfragry awwgeSiate haNinu heg Sfddre session ’ith xalantha so abgfwtry 

integgfwted, bft .lla insisted she uet fwk

”—eah, and AEl soggy cog wfrrinu yof a’ay cgol yofg k k k? .lla sniS-eged, 

”intivatu snfuurinuk? xhe then SgaS-ed a sry ugink ”Cind oc an odd tile to be 

arr roNey“doNey, bft A sfwwogt itk?

Tirro’ rit fw ri-e a pge’og- and beuan to stallegk ”A“AF Te didnEtF?

”DhegeEs no need to be elbaggassed, esweSiarry in cgont oc le,? .lla said 

’hire agganuinu sole gfsty tin Sans on a gottinu cenSe wostk ”AEl k k k basilayyz 

Sollittinu tgeasonk Dhe rast thinu AEl ’oggied aboft is t’o teenauegs Sgfsh“

inu on one anothegk Ro’ thenq? .lla Sarred, Sgallinu a lauaKine into heg 

sideagl as she stewwed beside Tirro’k ”xinSe yofEge a rot slarreg than A al, 

yof SanEt gearry cgeehand one oc thesek?

”AEl not ’ea- Mfst ESafse AEl slarr,? Tirro’ hfccedk

”—eah, bft air is yofg agSh“nelesisk? .lla sniS-egedk

Tirro’Es Shee-s bfgned at the teasinu oc heg asthlak

”Besides, yof showy’nmt cgeehand a ufn any’ayk —of rose a rot oc aSSfgaSy 

and yof roo- ri-e a MaS-assk? .lla wfrred the sride baS-k ”Ro’, AEl uonna 

sho’ yof a rittre seSgetk?

”J seSgetI?

”J rot oc weowre donEt -no’ thisk? .lla gaised the ufn fw, cgeehandinu it, 

digeStry SontgadiStinu the adNiSe sheEd Mfst uiNenk ”Bft, ic yof woint the ufn in 

the digeStion yof ’ant the bfrrets to uo k k k? xhe wfrred the tgiuueg and brasted 

one oc the tin Sans occ the cenSewostk ”DhatEs ’hege the bfrrets ’irr uok?

Tirro’ Sofrd arlost taste the sagSaslk ”—of said weowre ’ho cgeehand 

roo- ri-e MaS-assesk?

”—eah, ic yof donEt hit yofg taguetk? .lla uginned and horsteged heg 

sideagl, then wraSed heg hands on heg hiwsk ”!-ay, no’ tgy it ’ith yofgsk?
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Tirro’ too- a deew bgeath and sha-iry bgandished the ufnk ‘eswite ’hat 

sheEd said, she Sofrd hagdry eNen hord itk Do heg, the wistor cert ri-e it ’eiuhed 

a lirrion wofndsk

”Wege uoes nothinu k k k? Tirro’ ufrwedk xhe herd heg bgeath, Srosed heg eyes, 

and wfrred the tgiuueg, bft it didnEt bfduek xhe owened an eye in Soncfsion, 

tfuuinu on the tgiuueg oNeg and oNegk Ro latteg ho’ lany tiles she tgied, it 

gelained giuidk ”Thy ’onEt it uoI?

.lla wraSed heg hand oNegtow the ufnk xhe miS-ed a slarr s’itSh, ugin“

ninu sryry at heg becoge geloNinu heg handk ”Dhe sacety, -idk?

”!h k k k? Tirro’ negNofsry ufrwedk ”YiuhtF? Dhe ufn sfddenry ’ent occ, 

pginu an entigery aSSidentar shotk xhe hadnEt geloNed heg pnueg cgol the rast 

attelwted tgiuueg wfrrk Weg hands tgelbred, rooseninu to the woint ’hege she 

neagry dgowwed the ufnk xhe stftteged fnSontgorrabry, fnabre to pv heg ugiw 

nog Sarl hegserck xheEd neNeg cert solethinu so wo’egcfr, in heg o’n hands 

no ressk Dhat wo’eg turricu’ hegk

”Wey, heyk AtEs nothinu to be acgaid oc,? .lla Sooed, riuhtry ugabbinu Tir“

ro’ by the shofrdegk ”Da-e a deew bgeathk?

”x“so sSagy k k k wo’egcfr k k k and rofd k k k? Tirro’ ’hilwegedk xhe Sofrd 

hagdry eNen cogSe the ’ogds oft and too- the eagry ’agninu siun to seagSh cog 

heg inharegk xhe herd the ufn to’agd the ugofnd in heg occ hand ’hire the 

otheg beuan to diu thgofuh heg woS-etsk Jboft to stagt ’heeKinu, she yan-ed 

it oft and sfS-ed in a PfiS- wfcck

”AtEs both oc those thinusk Bft in the hands oc solebody ’ith a uood heagt, 

ri-e yof, it San be fsed cog uoodk !-ayI? .lla slired geassfginuryk ”Js ronu 

as yof -no’ ho’ it ’og-s, the ufn itserc ’onEt la-e yof hfgt anyone yof 

donEt ’ant to,? she assfgedk

Tirro’ steadied heg bgeath, dga’inu oft an evhare as .llaEs assfganSe 

wft heg sole’hat at easek xhe gaised the ufn baS- fw, bft acteg sfSh a sSage, 

it onry cert heaNiegk Weg ugiw ’as cag cgol steadyk
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”Jrgiuht,? .lla beuan, wositioninu hegserc behind the uigr and geaSh“

inu oNeg heg shofrdegsk ”xtage stgaiuht do’n the siuht, ail at the liddre 

San, and bro’ the sfS-eg giuht occ that cenSe,? she instgfSted, Sfwwinu 

Tirro’Es hands to sfwwogt heg ugiwk

Tith .lla:s aid, Tirro’Es SonpdenSe uge’, bft onry wagtryk xhe ’as 

stirr tgelbrinu bft ’as no’ abre to -eew heg siuht tgained on the Sank Ac 

the sitfation ’ege diccegent, sheEd dgow it and gfn as cag as she Sofrdk 

Bft she ’anted to la-e uood on heg wgolise to xalantha loge than 

anythinuk .Nen ic xalantha ’as stgonueg than heg, she ’anted to be abre 

to herw heg soleho’k

”9Elon,  -id,?  .lla  soctry  ’hisweged  in  enSofgauelent,  riuhtry 

sPfeeKinu heg handsk ”AtEs a bad ufy, that Sank —ofEge wfttinu do’n a bad 

ufy ’hoEs aboft to hfgt xalF?

Tirro’ sfddenry sPfinted, and ’ithoft Srosinu heg eyes this tile, 

wfrred the tgiuuegk Weg hands Morted fw cgol the shot, stirr fncaliriag ’ith 

the geSoir, bft lfSh to heg sfgwgise, the bfrret sralled giuht into the 

Sank ”A“A hit itq? she Sgied oft as it ’as bro’n occ the wostk

”Wory Sgaw, yof didq? .lla Sheeged, wfrrinu heg hands baS- and wrant“

inu one on Tirro’Es shofrdegk ”Hood stfccq? she ShfS-redk

”A“A didnEt thin- it ’ofrd ’og-,? Tirro’ stalleged, tfgninu ’ith a 

sfgwgised slirek

”Jt reast no’ yof -no’ hod it ’og-sk Dhofuh ’e shofrd Sarr it hegek 

Hfnpge is a k  k  k  wgetty distinSt noise,? .lla ugflbredk ”Jny’ayq Ho 

ahead and Sreag it, ri-e A tafuht yof eagriegk?

Tirro’ nodded and gereased the lauaKinek xhe arlost dgowwed it bft 

lanaued to SatSh it Mfst becoge it tflbred cgol heg hands to the digtk 

Jcteg handinu it occ to .lla, she stgfuured cog a ce’ seSonds to Meg- the 

sride baS- bft eNentfarry lanauedk
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”Hood ’og-,? .lla acpgled, snatShinu the fnpged gofnd that me’ 

cgol the Shalbegk ”Tho -no’s, ’ith a pgst“tilegEs instinSt ri-e yofgs, 

yof liuht la-e a ugeat assassin,? she teasedk

”A donEt thin- thatEs in ly cftfge, hehe,? Tirro’ sniS-eged becoge notiS“

inu a sfdden shict in .llaEs deleanogk xhe ’as staginu occ into the perd 

oc ’aNy ugain, heg eyebgo’s -nitted, and heg eyes seeled to be sSanninu 

cog solethinuk

Tirro’ uranSed oNeg heg shofrdeg, roo-inu to see ic  solethinu ’as 

obNiofsry alissk Bft she didnEt swot a thinuk ”As eNegythinu argiuhtI? she 

wgodded, hordinu the ufn oft cog .lla to ta-ek

”.NegythinuEs k k k pne,? .lla lflbred, Sagecfrry ugabbinu the wistork 

”Ho on insidek AErr Srean fw oft hegek?

”!“o-ay,? Tirro’ stalleged, ta-inu a harc stew baS- as she ’atShed 

.lla ray the fnroaded handufn auainst a gfsty ord oir dgfl, bft she 

didnEt onSe ta-e heg eyes occ the perdk Hgo’inu fneasy, Tirro’ PfiS-ry 

lade heg ’ay to’agd the bagnEs geag doogsk xhe didn:t ’ant to pnd oft 

’hat .lla ’as roo-inu at, eNen ic it ’as nothinu in wagtiSfragk

Js Tirro’ stewwed oNeg to the ugofw, she weg-ed fw heaginu Baggy sfd“

denry Sarr oft to hegk ”Wey, wiwsPfea-q? Baggy Srosed the distanSe gatheg 

PfiS-ry and wraycfrry srfnu heg agl agofnd Tirro’Es neS-k ”xo SElon, terr 

le uYurzthing,? she nauuedk

Tirro’ ugilaSed in Soncfsionk That on .agth ’as she tar-inu aboftI 

”D“terr yof ’hatI?
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”‘onEt wray dflb, SElonq —of -no’ k k k —of and xal fhhhF? Baggy 

uginned ’idery and winShed the pnuegs on eaSh oc heg hands touetheg 

becoge wgessinu thel auainst eaSh otheg to liliS -issinuk

Tirro’Es caSe mfshed ged so PfiS-ry she thofuht she ’as uoinu to 

illediatery braS- oftk

”Tha“ —o“ Baggyq? Bonnie shofted oft cgol beside Yovannek ”As yofg 

cfS-inu bgain on aigwrane lodeqI?

”ThaaaatqI  owflanmtfbyavufvufkorfbuingflwriows,? Baggy ShfS-red, heg 

slfu ugin ’ideninu as she roS-ed eyes ’ith Bonnie, ’ho seeled to geer 

baS- a bit, elbaggassed by heg o’n ’ogdsk

”W“ho’ d“do yof ufys -no’ aboft thatqI? Tirro’ stalleged, beuin“

ninu to sPfigl fndeg BaggyEs aglk ”Tho tord yofqI? she ’hilwegedk

Baggy uginned, s’ayinu side to side as Tirro’ thgashedk ”A ’ondeg 

’hok?

Bonnie geddened and shalecfrry herd a hand oNeg heg eyes, shierdinu 

hegserc cgol theig uaKesk

”Tirro’,? heg biu sisteg riuhtry Sooed as she beuan to stew oNegk ”—of 

donEt haNe to be elbaggassedk?

Tirro’ ufrwed, arlost fnnegNed by heg sistegEs sfdden k k k Sarlnessk 

”—ofEge not ladI? she as-ed, reeginu in sfswiSionk

”AEl not thgirred, nok? Yovanne siuhed, thofuh she seeled fnabre og 

fn’irrinu to sha-e the slire cgol heg riwsk ”A ’oggy aboft the danueg k k k 

bft ic anyone is Sawabre oc -eewinu yof sace, itEs xalanthak Ac this is ’hat 

yof ’ant, AEl in no wraSe to terr yof otheg’isek?

Tirro’Es eyes urilleged as she staged fw at Yovannek xhe didnEt ev“

weSt sfSh fndegstandinu and gesweSt to Sole cgol heg, bft then auain, 

’ith ho’ rittre theyEd been agofnd one anotheg as oc  rate k  k  k  sheEd 

neNeg gearry uiNen Yovanne the ShanSe to sho’ ho’ she dowy’ geaSt to 

solethinu ri-e thisk
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J slire Sgewt aSgoss heg riws, and she bgo-e cgee cgol BaggyEs seli“Sho-e“

hordk ”Dhan- yof, Yovyq? she sPfeared, diNinu auainst and Srinuinu to heg biu 

sistegk

jncogtfnatery, the tendegness ’as disgfwted arlost illediatery as 

.lla sfddenry -iS-ed owen the baS- doogk ”Bgea- it fwq? she goaged, stolw“

inu in ’ith solethinu in to’k Tirro’Es eyes ’idened as she geariKed .lla 

’as dgauuinu a bodyk

”Hgab uYurzthing and stagt the Sagk Te need to uet the cfS- oft oc hegeq?

Baggy tfgned on a s’iNer and snagred, ”Tho the herr age yof dgauuinuqI?

”J sSoft,? .lla said, dgowwinu the ’olan sheEd Sfcced and uauuedk 

”xheEs been hege arr niuhtq?

”ThatqI? Bonnie Sgied oftk ”Wo’ did they pnd fsqI?

.lla dge’ heg -nice and sriSed the shofrdeg stgaw oc heg Nestk xhe then 

toge it occ, miwwed it oNeg, and Malled the brade into the waddinuk xhe toge at 

it fntir she sfSSesscfrry geloNed a sPfage“shawed deNiSe gofuhry an inSh in 

siKek

”That is thatI? Baggy Srferessry inPfigedk

”J tgaS-inu Shiw k k k? Bonnie gewriedk

”—eah, itEs ne’s to lek DheyEge elbedded ’ithin eNegy sinure OkDkOk auentEs 

aglogq? .lla bag-ed, -iS-inu the bofnd“fw ’olan, ’ho ret oft an fnSol“

cogtabre ugfntk ”Dhis rittre gat cgol ‘erta tord lek?

”That do ’e doqI? Yovanne stalleged, stirr hordinu onto heg sistegk

”A argeady tord yofF? .lla ugo’red ’hire sSoowinu fw heg dfcme bauk 

”Hgab eNegythinu, uet in the Sag, and retEs uoq?

Tirro’ rofdry sPfeared, stagtred by solethinu heaNy sfddenry sral“

linu into the ugofnd beside hegk xhe PfiS-ry tfgned, uaswinu as she swotted 

xalantha, ’ho lfstENe Mfst Mflwed do’n cgol the gactegsk

”ThatEs ’gonuqI? xalantha inPfiged, heg tendgirs fncfgrinu as she Saf“

tiofsry roo-ed agofnd the bagnk
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”xoleone corro’ed fsq? Tirro’ Sgied, ugabbinu onto xalanthaEs sreeNek

”Baggy, dgiNek Bonnie, Yovanne, in the baS-q? .lla ogdeged, Meg-inu the Sag 

doog owen and thgo’inu the dfcme bau ink

”Bft A haNenEt eNen seen heg dgiNeq? Yovanne agufedk

”‘onEt Sagek A need Sawabre shots in the baS-q? .lla getogtedk ”Te onry 

haNe a ce’ linftes becoge they gadio in to SheS- on the sSoftk Then she 

doesnEt ans’eg, theyEge uoinu to riuht fw the bagnq?

”!h ly uod,? Yovanne ufrwed, beuinninu to diu thgofuh heg woS-etsk xhe 

Meg-ed oft the -eys and PfiS-ry fndeghanded thel BaggyEs ’ayk Dhey ’ege 

Safuht ’ith easek

Tirro’ sPfea-ed, wagtry stagtred as xalanthaEs tendgirs sritheged agofnd 

heg and wfrred heg fw auainst the geawegEs sidek

”‘onEt uo any’hege,? xalantha Sollanded ’ith a decensiNe ’hiswegk

Tirro’ ufrwed and noddedk xhe Segtainry didnEt wran on itk xhe then 

brin-ed and roo-ed agofnd as a sfdden sofnd prred the aigk xhe ’asnEt Pfite 

sfge ’hat it ’as, bft it sfge ’as distinSt? a Norrey oc lyin�s and lyan�s that 

wgoNo-ed sfdden geaStions cgol arlost the entige ugofwk

xalantha tiuhtened heg ugiw as she tfgned heg headk

Baggy Srosed heg eyes and wrfuued heg eagsk

Bonnie Nanished cgol siuhtk

Becoge Tirro’ eNen had tile to wgoSess the noises, .lla shgie-ed, ”Wit 

the deS-q? Weg ’ogds ’ege illediatery corro’ed by a SaSowhonofs mfggy oc 

brindinu ’hite mashes, eag“swrittinu brasts, and thiS-, noviofs Srofds oc uask

xalantha had been mash“banued one too lany tiles not to notiSe bft wgi“

ogitiKed SoNeginu Tirro’Es eyes oNeg heg o’nk Dhe goag oc the ugenades neagry 
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toge heg eags awagt, and the mashes wgaStiSarry brinded hegk xhe sPfeeKed 

heg eyes shft, Meg-inu heg head agofnd to tgy and sha-e heg senses baS- 

into coSfsk Bft Mfst as she thofuht sheEd beuin to geSoNeg, the teag uas 

stagted to bwrnk

xhe illediatery srid heg hands cgol Tirro’Es eyes oNeg heg lofth and 

nosek ”‘onEt,? she uauued, ”bgeatheq? xhe -ne’ cfrr ’err she SofrdnEt arro’ 

Tirro’ to bgeathe eNen a sliduen oc the uask At ’as bad enofuh cog heg, bft 

’ith Tirro’Es asthla, she didnEt eNen ’ant to thin- aboft ’hat it Sofrd 

dok

xalantha then ugfnted and stflbred as soleone shoNed hegk Jssfl“

inu it ’as one oc the othegs, she initiarry thofuht nothinu oc itk Dhat ’as 

fntir she cert Tirro’ uet togn cgol heg aglsk

xalanthaEs broodshot eyes giwwed owen, bfgninu ’ith cgenKied Sgilson 

gaue in heg argeady heaNiry auitated statek Dhe in-y brots rect in heg Nision 

by the mashes ’ege togn a’ay as she sofuht the meeinu auent ’ho daged ray 

theig hands on Tirro’k xhe didnEt swage a lolentk jwon swottinu thel, 

she illediatery t’isted and slashed heg heer into the wegsonEs Shestk

Dhey geufguitated the Sontents oc theig rfnus into the uas las- they 

’ege ’eaginu, uauuinu and ’heeKinu as they ’ege cogSed to gerease Tir“

ro’k At didnEt ta-e ronu cog thel to Sorrawse to the ugofndk

xalantha sriuhtry uaswed as heg eyes getfgned Segfrean ’ith heg nevt 

brin-k Rot Saginu og iunoginu that sheEd Mfst cert soleoneEs gibs Sgflwre 

beneath heg coot, she ugabbed hord oc Tirro’, onry coSfsed on laintaininu 

heg sacetyk Bft eNen thofuh the swaSe bet’een thel and the Sag ’as onry 

a handcfr oc ceet, tgaNegsinu the uas cert ri-e naNiuatinu a bouk

jwon geaShinu it, she Meg-ed one oc the geag doogs owen and cogSibry 

shoNed Tirro’ insidek ”jse k k k yofg inhareg k k k no’q? xalantha ’heeKed, 

Sofuhinu as she stgfuured auainst the uask ”Baggyq? she shofted, srallinu 

the Sag doog shftk ”xtagt itq?
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”Hgaahhq? Baggy berro’ed oft cgol beside the dgiNegEs doog, gfbbinu heg 

psts auainst heg caSek At awweaged that sheEd dgowwed the -eys in the Sollo“

tionk ”A ’irr vwr’ur ’hoeNeg thge’ teag uas at fsq?

”Het in the Sag, Baggyq? .lla Sofuhed oft cgol the otheg side, pginu occ 

gofnds into the slo-e as she cflbred cog the wassenueg doog handrek

Baggy gfbbed heg eyes eNen hagdeg fntir abgfwtry stowwinu and cogSinu heg 

’ateginu eyes owen auainst the aSgid uask ”OfS- thisq? she shgie-ed, sfddenry 

tfgninu and ugabbinu hord oc the hitSh oc a gfsty ord tgairegk Weg pnuegs san- 

into the letar, and ’ith eNegy bit oc eneguy sheEd stoged fw fntir then, she 

togPfed heg body and thge’ itk

xalantha uaswed and minShed as she ’atShed it my oNeghead, Sreaginu the 

station ’auon and soaginu thgofuh the slouk Js it stgfS- the bagn doogs, the 

entige ’arr neagry Sorrawsed as the aued ’ood wgaStiSarry disinteugated cgol 

the ilwaStk

Js the tgaireg tflbred oft into the digt dgiNe’ay and the auents oftside 

sSatteged, Baggy srid do’n to heg -nees in seagSh oc the -eysk

xalantha then uranSed agofnd, roo-inu cog Yovanne as the slo-e beuan 

to Sreagk Bft fwon tfgninu baS- to the Sag, she ’as bgiemy stagtred to see heg 

argeady inside ’ith heg hands oNeg heg eagsk Bonnie lfst haNe loNed hegk

xalantha PfiS-ry srid inside, corro’ed by Baggy fw in the cgont, bft Bonnie 

’as no’hege to be seenk

”Het that gime geadyq? xalantha shofted at Yovanne, Safsinu the ’olan 

to Mflw in sfgwgise, ri-ery at pndinu hegserc in the Sagk

”ThegeEs BonnieqI? .lla Sarred oft, roadinu a cgesh lauaKine as Baggy 

PfiS-ry Malled in the -eyk

”Te donEt need to ’ait cog hegk Dgfst leq? Baggy gewried, Sfttinu the ’heer 

to the giuht as the enuine tfgned oNegk xhe stolwed on the SrftSh, shicted 

into pgst, and mooged the uask Dhe enuine goaged as they Sageened thgofuh the 

slo-e and oft the cgont, giuht to’agd a broS-ade oc Oofndation NehiSresk
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”TeEge sfggofndedq? .lla horregedk

Dhe nevt thinu xalantha -ne’, she had been thgo’n fw auainst Tirro’ 

and they both sralled into the side doogk Baggy had Meg-ed fw the wag-inu 

bga-e and Sft rect, onry to gerease it arlost illediatery and stolw baS- do’n 

on the uas, sendinu thel stgaiuht into the ugain perdsk

”.asyq? .lla Sgiedk

”Ac A uo easy, ’eErr uet shotq? Baggy snawwed baS-k

J sfdden thfd on the gooc sriuhtry goS-ed the Sag and Sawtfged the entige 

ugofwEs attentionk

”That the herr is that no’qI? .lla ugo’red, gorrinu the ’indo’ do’nk 

xhe reaned oft, bgandishinu heg wistor, onry to see a caliriag caSe SgofShinu 

on tow oc the Sagk ”BonnieqI?

”Dhan-s cog ’aitinu,? Bonnie sniS-eged, uiNinu a harc“sagSastiS slig-k xhe 

’as on heg -nees ’ith a warl on the gooc to -eew hegserc steadyk ”Het geady, 

theyEge argeady corro’inu fsq? she shofted oNeg the mawwinu aig, heg bronde 

haig mairinu ’ith cfgtheg intensity as they uained loge sweedk

Yovanne bent oNeg the baS- oc heg seat and ugabbed heg gime cgol the tgfn-k 

xhe reaned baS-, gestinu the bagger auainst the seatk

”!y, Bonq? Baggy shofted, battinu heg pst auainst the goock ”‘o yof see 

anythinu fw thegeqI? she berro’ed oft to’agd the owen ’indo’k

”Rot a thinuq Dhe ugainEs too thiS- and A San hagdry eNen -neerq? Bonnie 

gewriedk

Baggy ugflbred inafdibry and tiuhtry sPfeeKed the ’heerk

”DheyEge uoinu to tgy and sfggofnd fsk ‘onEt ret occ that uas cog a seSond,? 

.lla ogdeged, Sonstantry t’istinu baS- and cogth to tgy to swot thelk

Baggy uranSed oNeg, swottinu a rague braS- sirhofette gawidry awwgoaShinu 

thel cgol the sidek ”DheyEge tgyinu to gal fsq? she shoftedk

”Ceew steadyq? Bonnie ogdegedk xhe then herd heg bgeath and sralled heg 

warl do’n auainst the Sagk xhe sSgfnShed heg pnuegs and tile cgoKe to a hartk 
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xhe PfiS-ry wfshed heg wonSho oft oc the ’ay and dge’ the handufn cgol 

heg ’aistbandk xhe geadied it and sPfinted becoge pginu thgee shots at the 

WflNeeEs geag tigek Jcteg reaNinu the bagger, the bfrrets too Sale to a hart, 

no ronueg fnacceSted by cgoKen tile acteg reaNinu SontaSt ’ith heg bodyk

xhe ro’eged hegserc baS- do’n, bgaSinu as she evhared and gereased 

heg hordk Dhe baS- tige oc the WflNee ’as bro’n ’ide owen, and the Sag 

illediatery s’egNed as the no’ tigeress ’heer hfb toge into the digtk Dhe 

s’egNinu uge’ loge eggatiS fntir the NehiSre lade a sfdden Neeg in the 

digeStion oc the lanured tige and miwwedk

Bonnie tfS-ed the ufn baS- into heg ’aistband and roo-ed oNeg heg 

shofrdegk xhe Sofrd see the goocs oc seNegar otheg NehiSres sna-inu to“

’agd thel thgofuh the perdk xhe uranSed ahead, notiSinu a goad seNegar 

hfndged ceet ahead oc thelk Dhat ’as theig tiS-et oftk xhe reaned do’n, 

hfnShinu oNeg the side and PfiS-ry -noS-inu on the ’indo’ oc a geag 

doogk

!nSe xalantha gorred it  do’n, Bonnie harted tile auain Mfst ronu 

enofuh to Srilb inside and sitfate hegserc beside Yovanne in the baS-k 

”DhegeEs a goad in aboft t’o hfndged ceetq? Bonnie bag-ed acteg gereasinu 

itk

”Baggy, uet geady to Sft itq? .lla ogdeged, tfgninu in the seat and 

reaninu Mfst heg head and agls oft the ’indo’k ”Tirro’, xal, -eew yofg 

heads do’nq?

”Hot it, Mfst hanu onq? Baggy ho’red, reaninu into the ’heer ’ith an“

tiSiwationk

Bonnie ufrwed as she and Yovanne shaged a side’ays uranSek Dhey 

Sofrd heag and ceer the enuines oc the awwgoaShinu NehiSres goagk At had 

ugo’n so rofd that the station ’auonEs witicfr wftteg ’as no ronueg af“

dibrek Dhey ’ege wgaStiSarry giuht on tow oc thelk

Tithoft the fwSolinu goad, theyEd be sittinu dfS-sk
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Gfst as they Sageened thgofuh the ugain, Baggy sralled do’n the 

SrftSh, Meg-ed fw the wag-inu bga-e, and Sft the ’heer to the rectk Dhe tiges 

shgedded the lfddy ban- as they srid fw and onto the goadk

Baggy illediatery thge’ do’n the bga-e and do’nshicted becoge 

mooginu the uas, rafnShinu thel do’n the stgeet at hiuh sweedk

Dhe SonNoyEs raS- oc cogesiuht wgoNed detgilentar to the wgovility oc 

the Shase, as the WflNees sSgalbred not to Sageen occ the otheg end oc 

the goad og sral into one anotheg as they tfgnedk Bft, fncogtfnatery cog 

the uigrs, theig read ’as telwogagy, as seNegar oc the NehiSres beuan to uain 

on thel onSe auaink

”OoguiNe le cog dofbtinu yof, bft ’e need a ne’ wranq? Yovanne Sarred 

oft, then beuan pginu shots thgofuh the baS- ’indshierd as cast as she 

Sofrd Shalbeg thelk

”!fg shots ’onEt do lfSh cgol this ganue, bft ’e do not ’ant thel to 

uet Sroseq? Bonnie gewriedk

Baggy tiuhtened heg ugasw and weeged ahead, swottinu a rague bgidue 

stgetShinu oNeg a giNegk At ’as theig best shotk ”AENe uot a wran, bft yof lay 

not ri-e itq?

”xwit it oft thenq? .lla nauuedk

”Ro tile, Mfst tgfst le on this oneq? Baggy wreadedk ”Bft AEl uoinu to 

need yof to do solethinu, .llaq?

”That is itI?

”xride oNeg and ta-e the ’heer the vovunt A stagt to wfrr this occq? Baggy 

ogdeged, wfrrinu on the doog handre as they Kooled giuht onto the bgiduek

”ThatqI? .lla Sgiedk ”That age yof uoinu to doqI?

”xolethinu ruayyz cfS-inu dflb,? Baggy lfglfged becoge tfgninu and 

shoNinu the doog owenk ”Ro’q? she goagedk
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xtirr obriNiofs to heg intentions, .lla reaned oNeg and ugabbed hord 

oc the steeginu ’heer ’hire staginu ahead to ensfge they laintained a 

sole’hat stgaiuht tgaMeStogyk

Baggy fnbfS-red heg seatbert and reaned oft oc the Sagk xhe sralled 

heg pnuegs into the aswhart, teaginu it fw as they Sontinfed to bort aSgoss 

the bgiduek Dhe cgiStion, heat, and sheeg wo’eg bfirdinu fw ’as so wren“

ticfr it tgied to esSawe fw thgofuh heg shofrdeg, Safsinu heg entige agl to 

bfKK and t’itShk Tith heg ne’cofnd instabirity, heg baranSe ’as thgo’n 

occ, and she wrflleted cgol the Sag to the goadk

”ThaFBaggyq? .lla Sarred oft as Baggy tflbred oft auainst the 

aswhartk xhe PfiS-ry srid oNeg and too- cfrr Sontgor oc the Sagk Gfst as they 

Mettisoned occ the bgidue onto the otheg side oc the giNeg, she wfrred the 

handbga-e and Sft the ’heer to tfgn thel agofndk Bft as they Sale to 

a stow, they Sofrd see Baggy gisinu to heg ceet at the end oc the pcty“coot 

stgiw oc aswhart sheEd togn fwk

”That ’as thatqI ThatEs she doinuqI? Tirro’ Sgied oft, wee-inu oNeg 

the seatbaS-k

Baggy stauueged and ugiwwed heg rect shofrdegk Dhe inSgeasinury fnsta“

bre eneguy Saued fw in heg body wgaStiSarry gattred agofnd, cogSinu heg to 

t’itSh and ’obbrek ”‘allit, this is a rotk? xhe ’inSed ’ith a sniS-egk 

”OaSe“wrantinu in the stgeet doesnEt herw eithegk?

xhe stgaiuhtened heg baS- and stflbred a harc stew to the sidek xhe 

too- a sro’ bgeath, synSinu it ’ith the wfrse oc fnstabre and Noratire lo“

lentfl that sfgued thgofuh heg body as natfgarry as heg o’n broodk xhe 

then dgauued heg coot baS- and wfrred heg hand a’ay cgol heg shofrdegk 

xhe SrenShed heg pst, and as thofuh sheEd coSfsed heg heagt to beat eNegy 

ofnSe oc brood into heg giuht agl, the eneguy ’as wfrred, honed, and 

SonstgiSted into itk

”xheEs not uoinu to ta-e oft the Sags k k k? xalantha lfttegedk
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”xheEs uoinu to -noS- oft the entige bgidueq? Bonnie denoted, wgessinu heg 

hands fw auainst the ’indo’k

Baggy ’anted to bfy thel as lfSh tile as wossibre and ta-e oft as lfSh oc 

the SonNoy as she Sofrdk Bft as they beuan to gorr oNeg the bgidue and owen pge, 

she geariKed she didnEt haNe that rfvfgyk Jrgeady stgfuurinu to stay standinu, 

the bfrrets Sorridinu ’ith heg reus and togso onry lade thinus loge dicpSfrtk 

xhe SofrdnEt ’ait any ronuegk

Baggy Meg-ed heg pst baS-, the oNegmo’inu eneguy no’ agSinu and SgaS-inu 

aronu heg steery psts and auainst the sreeNe oc heg MaS-etk xhe dgowwed to a 

-nee, then thge’ heg pst into the ugofnd ’ith eNegythinu she hadk Dhe wo’eg 

wfrsed thgofuh heg agl and bre’ oft oc heg -nfS-res in a sweStaSfrag brast 

oc ga’ stgenuthk Dhe ugofnd Pfa-ed and the aswhart instantry pssfgedk Dhe 

sfbsePfent shoS-’aNe boge into the cgale, corro’ed by the SgaS- oc snawwinu 

borts and ugoan oc swrittinu uigdegs wegleatinu the aigk Dhe brast lade its 

’ay thgofuh to the cofndation, shgeddinu the Sorflns and pnarry swrittinu 

thgofuh to the giNegbedk

Dhe baS-brast thge’ Baggy fw to heg ceetk xhe Sofrd hagdry bgeathe' heg 

rfnus had been sfS-ed dgy and heg stalina ’as sawwedk xhe stflbred seNegar 

stews baS- and a’ay cgol the shgie-inu bgidue, ’atShinu heg handi’og- in a 

sweeShress stfwogk

Dhe entige stgfStfge ret roose a berro’inu SgfnSh becoge it sriwwed and san- 

giuht into the giNegk Urfles oc ’ateg egfwted cgol eitheg side as ic the giNeg 

had been bibriSarry wagted, corro’ed by slarreg Sorflns oc ’ateg swoftinu fw 

cgol the WflNees gaininu do’n into itk ;any NehiSres had carren, bft lany 

loge gelained on the otheg side as a laMogity oc the SonNoy hadnEt eNen 

geaShed the bgidue yetk

”Baggyq? Bonnie Sarred oft, Nanishinu cgol inside the Sag and awweaginu 

Mfst oftside ’ith the doog s’ayinu behind hegk xhe swginted occ, ’ith the 

othegs soon corro’inu behindk
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Baggy tfgned to caSe heg cgiends and uginned becoge sro’ry gaisinu heg 

hand and uiNinu a ’obbry thflbs“fwk ”Boolk? Bft she PfiS-ry ’inSed, 

ugfnted, and sriwwed do’n to heg -nees as heg entige body aShed cgol the 

evegtionk ”juh k k k? she ugoaned, roosery ugabbinu at heg telwogagiry rilw 

aglk

”Baggyq Jge yof argiuhtqI? Bonnie Sgied oft, sridinu to heg -nees and 

ugabbinu heg by the caSek

”AEl k k k pne,? Baggy lfglfged, uiNinu a ’ea- slig-k xhe ar’ays -ind 

oc enMoyed it ’hen Bonnie ’as ’oggied aboft hegk ”Gfst a Sofwre oc bfrret 

hores and no eneguy rectk?

”Wory shit k k k? .lla lofthed, staginu at the hagbog and the Sgflbred 

gelnants oc a bgidue that had stood onry lolents auok

”Wo’ did yof eNen do thatqI? Yovanne wgessed cgol beside .llak

”AENe nuYur seen yof evegt that lfSh wo’eg,? xalantha gelag-ed, 

-neerinu beside the t’ok

”Js yof San k k k terr,? Baggy minShed as heg giuht agl riuhtry swasledk 

xhe srflwed a bit into BonnieEs elbgaSe and ugoaned cgol heg stinuinu 

lfsSresk xhe ’ished she ’as Mfst roo-inu cog an evSfse cog Bonnie to hord 

hegk ”AEl not fsed to doinu thatk? xhe sniS-eged bft PfiS-ry ugoaned as 

the wain ’ogsened, shootinu fw and do’n heg aglk ”!h, lan k k k?

”Dh“theyEge reaNinuq? Tirro’ sPfea-ed, wointinu aSgoss the bay at the 

meeinu SonNoyk

”Hood, ’e need to uo, no’,? .lla ogdeged, then hastiry stewwed occ 

to’agd the Sagk

”9Elon, Baggyk? Bonnie soctry hflledk xhe tfgned and wgessed fw 

auainst BaggyEs side, srinuinu heg steery agl oNeg heg shofrdegk

xalantha Moined in on BaggyEs owwosinu side, and touetheg the waig 

herwed heg to heg ceetk
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.lla stowwed becoge the Sag, staginu at it ’ith awwagent Soncfsionk Bag“

gy gaised heg head fw a bitk At ’as Solwretery Pfiet' the enuine lfst haNe 

stowwedk

.lla srid into the dgiNegEs seat and beuan t’istinu the -ey, bft the Sag 

uaNe no geswonsek Ro latteg ho’ lany tiles she tgied, it silwry ’ofrdnEt 

tfgn oNegk ”Ro ’ayk?

”ThatI ThatEs ’gonuI? Yovanne as-ed, awwgoaShinu the doogk

”TeEge oft oc kwl�ing uasq? .lla shofted and sralled heg hands auainst 

the ’heerk

”T“’hatqI? Tirro’ Sgiedk

”—ofENe uotta be -iddinu,? Yovanne sSocced, reaninu do’n and oNeg .lla 

to SheS- the uafuek Dhe tan- ’as bone dgyk ”DhatEs Mfst ugeat,? she siuhedk

”Then did yof rast prr itqI?

”‘oes that gearry latteg giuht no’I? Yovanne reegedk

”Te donEt haNe tile to ’oggy aboft it,? Bonnie said brfntryk ”Baggy, age yof 

uood to ’ar-I?

”—eah k k k? Baggy nodded, Sreaginu heg thgoat as she ricted heg agls occ heg 

cgiendsk xhe stflbred a bit bft lanaued to stay stabre as she dfu thgofuh heg 

MaS-etk ”AENe uot cood in hege sole’hegek xhofrd bginu ly stgenuth baS- fwk?

”Tait k k k? .lla lflbred, uranSinu baS- do’n the goad and aSgoss the 

bayk Weg eyes tgaSed the gofte the SonNoy lfst haNe ta-en as they medk Weg 

eyes sriuhtry ’idened, and as she evited the NehiSre, she uentry loNed Yov“

anne oft oc heg ’ayk ”!h uod k k k?

”—of argiuht, 9awI? Baggy as-ed, stfcpnu heg lofth ’ith the Meg-y sheEd 

cofndk

”AtEs that ’ay k k k? .lla lfglfged, gaisinu heg hand and wointinu into the 

’oods to theig giuhtk

”That isI? Bonnie ’ondeged, uranSinu in that digeStionk

”xite @k?
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BaggyEs  entige  body  seiKed  as  she  neagry  Sho-ed  on  the  Meg-yk 

”Th“altqI? she hflled ’ith a cfrr lofthk

”AtEs seSrfded in the ’oodsk DhegeEs a uated goad that swrits occ and 

reads to a cog-k Dhat reads to’agd the goad ’hege YovanneEs cagl is,? 

.lla evwrained, tgaSinu the gofte ’ith heg pnueg in the aigk ”Dhen do’n 

that goad is ToodstoS- k k k and pnarry that otheg bagn ’e gested atk Jrr in 

one biu stfwid SigSrek ‘allitq? she shofted as she sralled the Sag doog 

shftk ”Ro ’ondeg they wfrred baS-' theyEge SigSrinu agofndq?

”—of SanEt be segiofs k k k? xalantha ufrwedk

”A alk TeENe uot aboft thigty linftes tirr  they la-e it arr  the ’ay 

agofnd,? .lla evwrained, PfiS-ry loNinu to the otheg side oc the Sagk 

”Te need to wiS- a digeStion and gok?

”As thege anythinu on this side oc the bgidueI? Bonnie Pfestionedk 

”Jny’hege ’e San hideI?

”Ro’hege to hide bft the site and a hoswitark? .lla siuhed, wfrrinu 

the wassenueg doog owenk ”Jnd AEd gatheg not stagt a shootoft in a siS-“

bayk? xhe snauued the stgaw oc heg dfcme bau ’ith heg agl and srfnu it 

oNeg heg shofrdeg becoge ’ar-inu baS- agofnd the NehiSrek

”B“bft k k k? Tirro’ stftteged, ”’hat ic ’e uo ret oft the otheg !gwhansI 

Dh“they Sofrd herw fs, giuhtqI? she Sgiedk

”DheyEd -no’ ’e ’ege Solinu becoge ’e eNen uot Srose,? .lla ugfl“

bred ’hire pshinu thgofuh heg bauk xhe ’hiwwed oft the swage handufn, 

roaded it, and herd it oft to Tirro’k ”Da-e itk Jrr oc fs need to be agledk?

Baggy  SoS-ed an eyebgo’k  Daguet  wgaStiSe  ’as one thinu,  bft  she 

SofrdnEt evweSt the -id to Mfst fse it auainst otheg weowrek

Js Tirro’ staged at it, heg caSe beuan to mfsh, and she roo-ed as thofuh 

sheEd be siS-k ”A donEt ’“’ant itq? she Sgied, wfshinu it a’ayk

”Wiyyod,? .lla ugo’red, iggitatedk
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”A“A donEt need itq A haNe xalq? Tirro’ evwgessed, tiuhtry Srinuinu to 

xalanthaEs agl and sin-inu by heg sidek

”Tirro’q? .lla bag-ed, wfshinu the ufn side’ays fw auainst heg 

Shestk ”Dhis isnEt fw cog debateq?

”Weyq BaS- occq? Yovanne goaged, shoNinu .lla baS- as she stewwed 

bet’een thelk

.lla stflbred bft PfiS-ry geuained heg cootinu and shofted baS-, 

”xhe needs itq?

”xhe said she doesnEt ’ant the daln thinuq? Yovanne getogtedk

”.nofuhq? Bonnie shofted, awweaginu bet’een thel and wfshinu 

thel both awagtk ”Te SanEt ’aste any loge tileq?

Yovanne cfggo’ed heg eyebgo’s and nodded in gerfStant augeelentk 

xhe stewwed agofnd Bonnie and snatShed the ufn oft oc .llaEs handk 

”AErr ta-e itk A haNenEt uot any shots cog the gime rect any’ay,? she lfg“

lfged, hordinu it do’n at heg sidek ”9Elon, Tirro’,? she ogdeged, wfg“

wosery bflwinu .lla ’ith heg shofrdeg as she stewwed to’agd the 

’oodsk

”!“o-ay k k k? Tirro’ ’hilweged, thofuh she didnEt loNe an inSh fntir 

xalantha beuan to read heg aronuk

Bonnie ro’eged heg hands and siuhedk ”—of Sofrd haNe handred that 

vwlh betteg,? she Sollentedk

”—eah,? Baggy sniS-eged, s’arro’inu do’n a lofthcfr oc Meg-yk ”—of 

ruayyz winShed a negNe thegek?

”Te haNenEt uot the tivu to ret wegsonar gesegNations uet in the ’ay,? 

.lla ugflbredk

”ThyI? Bonnie hfcced, Sgossinu heg aglsk ”xo ’e San do evaStry ’hat 

theyEge doinuI JSt ’ithoft geuagd cog othegsI?

”DhatEs not ’hat A leant,? .lla agufedk

”DheyEge weowre, too, .llak?



ROUNDABOUT 265

”A -no’q? .lla yerred, ”bft itEs uettinu to the woint ’hege ’e donEt haNe 

a ShoiSek?

”Gfst beSafse yof San hfgt weowre doesnEt lean Tirro’ San,? Bonnie in“

sinfatedk

Baggy ufrwed do’n anotheg lofthcfr and uranSed at .lla, ’ho seeled 

to ta-e the aSSfsation to heagtk

.lla siuhed and bgofuht heg hand to heg caSek ”Te haNenEt got owtions, 

Bonniek?

”Dhen ’eErr va�u owtions,? Bonnie assfged, gaisinu a hand and ugabbinu 

.lla by the shofrdegk ”Oiuhtinu eaSh otheg ’onEt herw anythinuk Te San:t 

ret ceag and wgessfge wfsh fs into beinu srowwy or doinu solethinu ’e SanEt 

Sole baS- cgolk?

”Jnd ic ’e gfn oftI?

Bonnie ’inSed ’ith fnSegtainty bft Sonpdentry tiuhtened heg ugiwk ”Dhen 

’eErr Sgoss that bgidue ’hen ’e haNe tok?





Chapter Fourteen

Cornered

W illow’s grip on Samantha’s hand was loose and slick. Her palms 

were clammy, and she seemed on the verge of giving up with each 

step she took.

Once she recognized how much Willow was quivering, Samantha’s ten-

drils contorted through the air toward her. They snaked along her back, which 

at “rst startled her, until the tendrils “rmly pulled her closely into Samantha’s 

side. A?re you . . . okay”J she quietly asked.

Willow slowly shook her head.

Samantha gulped as if her throat had closed. Iust as before, she couldn’t 

“nd the words to give. ?ll she could do was continue to walk in uneasy silence.

AB won’t lie to you, Yarry,J Yonnie muttered, walking along some ways 

behind the pair. AWe haven’t got the best odds.J

Ajeah, no,J Yarry uneasily snickered. AWe’re totally screwed.J

Yonnie grumbled, scratching the side of her face as though deep in thought. 

AWe need a plan. We need to manipulate our predicament to make the out-

come more . . . favorable.J

AB’m not very good for thinking, Yon . . .J Yarry frowned.

A?nd B . . .J Yonnie groaned, letting her arms dangle freely at her sides. AB 

don’t have anything . . .J

AY-but Yonnie . . .J Yarry gulped, ABf you don’t have a plan, then what do we 

do”J

AB don’t know. . . .J
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Yarry frustratedly batted her knuckles upside a tree. AWhat am B supposed 

to do, !ust knock down trees and hope it does somethingK”J

Yonnie blinked and quickly glanced up. AWhat’d you !ust say”J

AHuh”J

ASay it again . . .J she softly mumbled.

A—nock down trees and hope it . . . does something”J Yarry curiously 

hummed and cocked a brow.

AYarry,J Yonnie stopped and grabbed the snow-haired girl by the face. 

Ajou’re a genius,J she whispered in Yarry’s face.

AB . . . am”J Yarry squeaked cluelessly.

Yonnie smiled nearly as bright as the hair on her head shined. ABf you do 

that, you could make us cover and split them upKJ she cried.

Aj-yeah,J Yarry nervously grinned. AB totally . . . meant thatxJ

AB know you didn’t,J Yonnie snickered, gently poking Yarry’s nose with her 

inde; “nger before backing off. AYut your utilization of the environment will 

provide us with a vast advantage they don’t have access to. ?s they struggle 

to “gure out what we’re doing, we can pick them off easily. Yut if B were to 

guess . . . they’ll attempt to surround us.J

Yarry gulped. Ajour big words scare me sometimes, Yon.J

Samantha suddenly stiffened as the hairs on her neck stood erectE there 

was a shrill whistle echoing throughout the woods. Bt must’ve been Cmma, as 

she’d stayed farther back to keep an eye out for any incoming waves. AThat’s 

Cmma” ?lready”J

AThose assholes really don’t waste any time.J Yarry sighed.

AGan’t say B’m surprised,J Yonnie scoffed. AMet to a good position and be 

ready.J She then took a step back before vanishing from Yarry’s side and 

reappearing !ust in front of Samantha.

AThey’re here already”J Samantha pressed, tightening the curl of her “n-

gers around Willow’s hand.
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ARore than likely, which means they got here much faster than we’d 

assumed,J Yonnie commented.

AW-what do we do”J Willow cried out,  beginning to quiver as she 

pressed up against Samantha. AWe can’t !ust stand around waiting for 

themKJ

AYou are going to hide,J Po;anne ordered, glancing around in an at-

tempt to locate a spot for her sister to hole up. A?s for the rest of us . . .J

AY-but B don’t want to be by myselfKJ Willow whined in a pitiful sputter.

Samantha gulped nervously as Willow clung to her like a frightened 

toddler. She looked as though she were ready to burst into tears at any 

moment. AWillow, it’s not safe,J she said, glancing down at the farm girl 

who was turning into a sniveling mess.

AU-pleaseKJ Willow begged, tightening her grip even further.

AB promise B’ll stay close . . .J Samantha whispered, her tendrils brieDy 

tightening around Willow as they pulled her in. She gently pulled apart 

their hands, and despite her unfamiliarity with the gesture, raised her 

arms and tightly hugged Willow.

Willow burrowed her face against Samantha’s shoulder, sputtering and 

quivering from the stress. Yut it seemed as though the longer Samantha 

held her, the calmer she became, and even though it was hardly notice-

able, Samantha could tell.

AUlease . . .J Samantha hummed, Ahide.J

Willow snifDed and nodded, dragging her face up and down Saman-

tha’s shirt. Cven after Samantha had relinquished her, it took Willow a few 

moments to pry herself away. Yut as soon as she mustered the courage, she 

pulled away and quickly burst off toward a thicket. Rany of the leaves had 

yellowed and fallen, but it still provided somewhat adequate camouDage.

A?lright . . .J Samantha sighed. AThe plan, what is it”J she asked, knit-

ting her brows and glancing at Yonnie.
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ASpread out. Yarry’s taking care of the main part. Iust lay low until the 

silence is broken,J Yonnie e;plained, and as per usual, she was gone on her 

last word.

Samantha looked over toward Po;anne, who gave her a nod. She then 

quickly pounced up against the trunk of a nearby tree, her tendrils scraping 

and carving into its surface. Ltilizing all four, she quickly scaled the tree and 

scurried up into the tree line.

One of her scythes hooked over a thick branch, and with a single !erk of 

that tendril, she threw herself up and onto it. The branch shook and creaked 

from her weight, sending a cascade of prematurely fallen orange leaves down 

toward the warmly smothered forest Door.

She must’ve ascended at least a hundred feet, but the height didn’t bother 

her. Bf she fell, at worst it would !ust hurt, and she’d walk away with some 

bruising. She was focused on the ground, watching over it like a leering 

predator waiting for its prey. 'espite being hunted, she felt solace to be the 

one lying in wait for a change.

Yarry carefully peered over a bush as she heard gentle approaching footsteps. 

She spotted a group of si; slowly making their way across the forest Door 

with their guns at the ready. She glanced to her right, looking at the massive, 

old oak tree that stood beside her. Ualming it, she grinned, noting that it was 

sturdy and tough with age. She knew it would make plenty of noise.

Once the squad stepped slightly too close for comfort, Yarry pulled her 

hand from the bark and quickly stood. Yefore the men could even turn at the 

sound of her boots scraping against the leaves, she smashed her knuckles 

upside the trunk. The spot she’d struck disintegrated into a Durry of splin-
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ters, followed by massive “ssures gouging up across the length of the tree. 

Bt bellowed and roared as if in pain before its “nal connections to the stump 

snapped and it came crashing down toward the unit.

They hastily scattered, diving out of the way of the tree. They were paying 

little mind to where they were going besides where the tree wasn’t. ?nd as a 

result, their squad had been segmented in two.

?s she sprinted for them, Yarry noticed Yonnie reappear amid the scattered 

men on their side. Bn the blink of an eye, she’d delivered quick, underpowered 

!abs, throwing the men off balance. She then !umped away and turned her 

back, seemingly uninterested as she dusted off her poncho. Yut Yarry knew 

it was quite the oppositeE the blonde e;pected her to clean up the scraps, and 

she happily obliged.

The men didn’t even have a second to recover or breathe before Yarry 

slammed her shoulder right into the chest of the nearest one, throwing him 

off his feet and against the fallen tree. She then stamped her foot into the 

ground and quickly swung, bashing the second’s face in so hard the straps of 

his helmet snapped and it Dew from his head.

The last one standing had enough time to raise his riDe, but not enough 

to “re before Yarry palmed the barrel. The bullet smashed into her palm, 

Dattening almost instantly into a coin-like circle. Once Yarry saw panic in his 

face, she smirked and crushed the barrel in her mitts. She then ripped it from 

his hands and threw out her arm, grabbing at his vest. She stepped back and 

pulled, slamming his face into a protruding branch.

A'o you think B hit them too hard”J Yarry chuckled, wiping her steely hands 

as the man slumped back into the leaves.

A?re they still breathing”J Yonnie asked.

Yarry glanced around at the men she’d knocked down, and, noting their 

chests still rising, replied, AB think so”J

AThen no.J
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However, there was still another half of the squad to take care of, and 

Samantha was already on the scene. While diving down from the forest 

canopy, she’d !erked her foot up over her head and then slammed her sole 

down against one of the agent’s helmets, sending their face straight into 

the mud.

Yefore the nearest agent could ready himself, she swept his legs out 

from underneath him with her tendrils. Yut the third had enough time to 

“re a panic shot right into her face.

She winced, and as the Dattened bullet fell from her cheek, an irritated 

growl rumbled in her throat. Bt seemingly did little but piss her off.

He “red twice more before her lower right blade scraped across the 

ground and swung up, hooking into his vest. She yanked him close and 

met him with a “erce headbutt. She didn’t even wait to watch him Dop 

back against the ground before dropping and throwing her heel back at 

the man she’d tripped in an effort to stop him before he got up.

? loud snap cracked through the air as she struck his chin, dislocating 

his !aw and sending him back down.

AOyKJ Yarry shouted, climbing up onto the fallen tree. She didn’t want 

to miss the rest of the action, but upon seeing everyone was already out 

cold, she huffed in disappointment. AB was going to ask if you were good 

butxJ

AWe’re “ne,J Po;anne replied, stepping up with her gun in hand. She 

hadn’t even gotten a chance to “re it. Ajou could have left some for me, 

kiddo.J

AB didn’t e;pect there to be so few . . .J Samantha e;haled, turning her 

head side to side as she surveyed the area.

Ajeah . . . that couldn’t have been all of them,J Yonnie said, appearing 

up on the log beside Yarry.

AWillow, all clearKJ Po;anne cried out.
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Willow cautiously shambled out of the thicket and steadily made her 

way over toward the group. Once she reached them, she near immediately 

magnetized back up against Samantha’s side.

The crunch of approaching footsteps suddenly caught the attention of 

all “ve of them, but they !ust as quickly breathed a sigh of relief as it was 

!ust Cmma catching up to them. Ajou guys sure took care of that quickly.J 

She said, only to stop and eye the three men on the ground. AHow many 

did you guys see”J

ASi;.J Yonnie hummed, appearing on top of the log right beside Yarry.

ASi; .  .  .J  Cmma grumbled, kneeling down beside one of them and 

grabbing at their tags. A?nd that’s it” Niterally !ust these guys”J

Ajeah . . .J Po;anne murmured, AWhy”J

AWhat the hell did they send Theta for . . .J Cmma grumbled, resting 

her elbow on her knee as she glanced around at the other downed men. 

AThis can’t be it.J

Yonnie abruptly turned her head as if noticing something out of her 

peripheral.  She stared off into the thick tapestry of endless branches, 

almost like she was looking for something.

Yarry took notice of her friend’s sudden shift but simply chalked it up 

to Yonnie being the paranoid type. A'oes it really matter”J she snickered, 

leaning back on her palms. ABt’s not like this’d be the “rst time Ra; 

ordered something that made zero sense.J

AThrowing squads at us one by one isn’t going to do anything, he knows 

that,J Cmma retorted.

AWait a minute . . .J Yonnie squinted, mumbling to herself, leaning in 

the direction she’d stared so endlessly in.

Yarry raised a brow again at Yonnie’s strange behavior but was dis-

tracted again, this time by Cmma’s continued words.
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ABt !ust doesn’t make any sense. Surely, he’d know a scouting squad would 

get decimated,J Cmma e;plained, glancing up at the rest of them in search of 

agreement toward her suspicions. Yut Yonnie’s inquisitive gaze only seemed 

to heighten her concerns. ALnless . . .J

Cmma’s face scrunched and her throat suddenly tightened. ALnless that 

was the planKJ she shouted, shooting up to her feet.

? sudden, distant Dash from the direction Yonnie was staring fully snagged 

Yarry’s attention. Yut by the time she’d looked, Yonnie had already grabbed 

her and shrieked, AMet downKJ before throwing Yarry and herself down into 

the dirt.

The rest of the group didn’t even get a chance to raise their heads before 

the thunderous roar of a heavy gunshot bellowed throughout the woods. Iust 

as it hit their ears, a bullet struck Po;anne in the back and blew straight out 

her gut. She immediately staggered as the blast sprayed the leafy forest Door, 

blotting it with a thick crimson wash of her blood. She choked, overwhelmed 

by the shock from her shredded nerves. She froze up as her eyes Duttered and 

her lips trembled. Yut !ust as quickly as she’d been shot, and without even 

uttering a pained cry, her eyes rolled back and she collapsed face-“rst against 

the scarlet-stained leaves.

Willow almost fell over as her legs practically melted into the ground. Her 

little eyes peeled wide open, and her stomach practically inverted itself. ?ll 

she could do was shriek, APo;anneKJ

Cmma didn’t hesitate for a moment and quickly slid down to her knees. She 

Dipped Po;anne over, scooped her up, and burst off in the direction opposite 

the shot. AMoKJ she shouted.

Samantha’s tendrils swiftly wrapped around and pulled Willow along as 

she ran. Without even realizing Willow had practically become dead weight, 

Samantha:s e;cess limbs hoisted the girl up on her back, allowing her to run 

as fast as her feet could hit the ground.
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Yonnie followed suit, vanishing, as per usual.

Yarry, on the other hand, lagged slightly behind. She was still following 

closely but was trying to buy them some time by smashing down every tree 

she passed.

Cmma didn’t show any signs of slowing down as she continued to barrel 

through the woods. She was, however, grimacing, as the apparently endless 

torrent of warm blood was soaking her uniform and causing it to cling to her 

skin. She gulped, realizing that Po;anne had already lost an obscene amount 

of blood, and she could only pray that it wasn’t too much.

Cmma abruptly stopped, digging her heels into the dirt and dropping to her 

knees. She laid Po;anne down and leaned over her, gulping in distress. Hardly 

being able to see the wound amid an ever-Dowing sea of gore, she ripped a 

knife from her boot and quickly sliced open the front of Po;anne’s shirt. Is 

that the entry or the exit!? she pondered in a panic while quickly pushing the 

stripper onto her side to get a look at her backside. She knew she couldn’t 

waste a momentE Po;anne was running out of time.

AP-P-Po;yKJ Willow screeched, practically throwing herself off Samantha’s 

back as she arrived with the other three. She slipped against the leaves, but it 

did little to stop her from crawling up to her wounded sister’s side.

AWhat the hell was thatK”J Yarry yelled out in befuddlement as she !ogged 

up beside them.

A? sniper,J Yonnie growled, popping in right beside Yarry. She peered back 

into the path of brutalized trees, which made for e;cellent cover but terrible 

visibility. AThat must’ve been the plan from the start. To catch us off guard. 

Theta was meant to be e;pendable.J

ACmma, you have to help herKJ Willow begged, digging her “ngers into her 

in!ured sister’s shirt.

AB’m working on it, alrightK”J Cmma frustratedly snapped, laying Po;anne 

back down. She quickly wiped away the pooling blood on the woman’s gut 
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and hoarsely gasped as she realized !ust e;actly where Po;anne had been 

shot. AShit . . . Shit!” she hissed.

AWhat’s wrongK”J Samantha pressed, taking a knee beside her.

AThe gunshot severed her spinal column, and she’s hemorrhaging bad-

lyKJ Cmma frantically revealed.

AWhatK”J Yonnie grunted. AThat could paralyze herKJ

AFever mind that. Bt could kill  herKJ Cmma shouted, ripping off her 

uniform’s top, revealing a now blood-soaked white tank top underneath. 

AB need to stop the bleeding and B need to stop it nowKJ she shouted, 

beginning to tear and slice up the shirt into strips.  Yut she froze up, 

spotting something far more unsettling to her than the blood. Po;anne’s 

chest wasn’t moving.

AW-what” What’s wrongK”J Willow cried.

Cmma dropped the knife and fabric to the dirt,  then swiftly leaned 

down. She pressed her ear against the woman’s chest and quickly came 

to realize> AShe’s not breathing. . . . Her heart stoppedKJ

AWhatK”J Willow shrieked.

AThe shock from the spinal “ssure,J Yonnie gulped. ABt must’ve caused 

some form of cardiac arrestKJ

ARoveKJ Yarry barked, shoving Willow to the side as she knelt over 

Po;anne. She leaned down, repeating Cmma’s action of listening for a 

heartbeat or a breath. Bt  was no surprise to Cmma when Yarry’s face 

reciprocated the same shock.

AOh god, she’s super fucked upKJ Yarry cried, leaning back up.

APo;anne . . .J Samantha defeatedly gulped.

AB don’t have a de“brillator in the bag. B’ll have to do GUPKJ Cmma spat 

out, not even realizing that in scooping up Po;anne moments ago, she’d 

dropped the bag.

A'o somethingKJ Willow desperately squealed.
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Cmma glanced up to shout at Willow again, stressed out enough as is. 

Yut she caught sight of Samantha in the process . . . and she wasn’t looking 

good. Her skin had grown tense and vascular. She was breathing heavily, 

sweltering in rage as she stared off in the wake of splinters and cracked 

branches.

ASam”J Cmma gulped.

Samantha’s muscles twitched and strained, forcing her !oints to viscer-

ally pop. The noises were followed by something Cmma didn’t want to see> 

her eyes were Dickering.

Samantha’s alternative row of gnashers clamped together over her nat-

ural set of teeth and her eyes locked scarlet. She then burst off, seemingly 

without a second thought, running in the direction of their assailants.

ASamKJ Yarry shouted, moving to stand up, but she seemed torn as she 

glanced back hesitantly at Po;anne.

AWait, come backKJ Willow cried, quickly scampering to her feet and 

running off after the reaper.

AFo, WillowKJ Cmma called out, but by then, she had already disap-

peared into the maze of downed trunks.

A'ammitK Bt’s like they’re built the sameKJ Yarry growled, kneeling back 

down beside Po;anne. She then hastily placed her palm directly in the 

center of the woman’s sternum before Cmma could position herself.

AW-what are you doingK”J Cmma e;claimed. AGUP requires both handsKJ

ABt’s a good thing that’s not what B’m doing then. Worry about stopping 

the DowKJ Yarry commanded.

Cmma was hesitant. ?or her, trusting Yarry with anything was a long shot. 

Yut she didn’t e;actly have a choice. Iust as she went to tend to the hole, 

Yarry rolled her shoulder up, then De;ed her palm and “ngers to be as Dat as 

possible. She drew a slow, arduous breath, then threw her weight down into 

her arm and blasted an e;cessive amount of force into Po;anne’s chest. She’d 
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compressed her chest with more than enough force, in a fraction of a second, 

to restart her heart.

Po;anne’s entire upper body !olted as she let out a sudden desperate gasp 

for air. Her eyes shot open, and she gagged, spitting up more blood that 

dripped down her chin.

AHoly shit, B can’t believe that worked,J Yonnie said in amazement.

Aj-you did itKJ Cmma e;claimed in disbelief. AHang on, Po;anne,J she prat-

tled, grabbing at her torn uniform and rolling the woman back onto her side. 

AShe’s still bleeding, but good work, YarryK 'o what you can while B take care 

of her from hereKJ

Yarry rose to her feet, looking at her hand in bewilderment. Yonnie wasn’t 

the only one who hadn:t e;pected that to work. She then grunted and quickly 

turned around as gunshots echoed in the distance.

A'ammitK Samantha’s already engaged, and Willow’s out there with herKJ 

Yonnie huffed, balling up her “sts as she looked back toward Cmma. Ajou’re 

sure you can handle her aloneK”J

AB’ve got itK Mo, before those two get themselves killedKJ Cmma shouted, 

lifting Po;anne’s hips as she tucked some of the scraps beneath her.

A?lright, Yon,J Yarry said, bashing her knuckles into her palm and cracking 

them. ANet’s put these guys in the hospital.J

Samantha took to the ground and lunged like a panther, tackling an agent 

into the leaves. She rolled over him !ust as soon as they’d touched down, her 

scythes latching onto his clothing only to throw him over her head once she’d 

risen back to her feet. She paid no mind to the number of assailants, their 

“repower, their designations, or who they even were. She had entered a nigh 
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unbreakable state of tunnel vision, so much so that she was entirely unaware 

that almost si; entire squads had arrived.

They tried their best to pin her down, “ring ceaseless barrages of bullets at 

her. Her movement made it almost impossible to hit her, and the shots that 

did land seemed to have no effect, only skimming her Desh and Dattening 

against her bones.

Lpon being abruptly surrounded, she spread her tendrils out to her sides 

and sporadically spun. She’d whipped her body around, lashing carelessly at 

the men and women with her blades. Cven as those around her reeled from 

being struck, slashed, and gouged, she granted them no reprieve.

Her tendrils almost acted on their own, slicing barrels, slashing wrists, 

splitting “ngers, and sweeping legs. She fought almost entirely autonomous-

ly, enabled by the knowledge in the back of her mind that Willow was safe 

and back with the group. Or so she thought.

Samantha’s lower left blade tore into one of the women’s shoulders and 

whipped her upside the trunk of a nearby tree. Yefore she even crumpled, 

Samantha’s tendrils thrusted out toward her, pinning her to the tree. She 

!erked her “st back, ready to knock her out cold, thenx

ASamKJ Willow shrieked, emerging from the mass wreckage of fallen trees.

Samantha’s concentration burst so suddenly that she almost fell over 

mid-move. She immediately turned her head, and upon spotting Willow, her 

eyes buzzed back into their natural blue. AWillowK”J she confusedly cried 

before being struck upside the head by a bullet.

Samantha dropped the agent in her mitts and tumbled defensively toward 

Willow. She was reeling from such a direct, une;pected hit and was clutching 

the side of her head with her hand. She could feel the warmth of blood, which 

greatly irritated her, even if it was a minor amount. AWillow,J she started 

again, partly rising up while glancing over her shoulder. AMet, the fuck, out of 

hereKJ she ordered.
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AY-but B can’t !ust leave you aloneKJ Willow cried.

? frustrated growl rumbled beneath Samantha’s lips, but she held off on 

berating Willow upon noticing something peculiar. The squads had stopped 

advancing and were keeping their distance. Poman from Molf even seemed to 

be listening closely to his chest-mic as inaudible babbling spouted from it.

AGopy,J he eventually muttered into it. AGhange of ordersKJ he barked up to 

the two dozen men and women surrounding him. AWe’re capturing the girl.J

Samantha hunched over as her tendrils began to swirl and point their 

blades at her enemies. She wasn’t about to let them take her without a “ght, 

but their numbers were de“nitely starting to concern her.

AWhich one”J a woman from 'elta asked.

AUarker said ?ord wants the farm girl.J

Samantha may as well have been punched in the stomach. Why would they 

want her!? She gulped and took a half step back as her eyes rapidly darted 

around the two dozen men and women, noticing that they’d begun to steadily 

advance again.

AWhatK”J Willow shrieked.

Samantha turned in a blitz and slammed her foot into the ground. She was 

prepared to rush at Willow, grab her, and run to regroup with the rest. Yut 

she couldn’t even take a second step before the squads opened “re again, 

dumping shots into her back and legs.

Samantha gasped as her footing was entirely lostE one of the higher caliber 

rounds had torn through the back of her calf with such ferocity that it forcibly 

dislocated her knee. She collapsed !ust before Willow.

?illed with holes, she balled up her “sts and tried to push herself back up. 

Yut she couldn’t even raise her head let alone stand. She wasn’t able to hold 

up against this much damage all at once, despite her durability.

Willow began to hyperventilate, freezing up as the ?oundation agents 

closed in. She fell back on her rear, kicking at the leaves in a poor attempt 
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to scoot away from her attackers. She had already pulled the inhaler out but 

continually fumbled it out of fear. She eventually succeeded, “nally being able 

to suck on the end and breathe once more, though that quickly became the 

least of her worries as the agents began to step past Samantha’s body.

AMet away from herKJ Samantha snapped her !aws, thrashing on the ground 

as she tried more desperately to rise. Yut !ust as she’d “nally managed to raise 

her head, one of the agents stomped her face back into the dirt.

?s the boot was removed, she stubbornly dragged her dirt-smeared face 

back up, trembling in agony as they began to reach Willow. She was helpless 

and could only watch as they roughly snatched Willow by the arms and began 

to drag her away.

AWillow . . . noKJ she hissed, trying once again to move, but every nerve in 

her quivering body begged her to stop. Her muscles then gradually shut down 

as her body forced her to let it recover. She lowered her head, listening in pain 

as Willow’s cries for help became more dif“cult to hear. She couldn’t believe 

itE she’d let them take her. She wanted more than anything to get up, to bare 

her teeth, to rip them apart.

Yut she couldn’t lift a “nger, let alone open her eyes.

?or what felt like hours, she lay festering in an e;hausted rage. She had no 

way of knowing how long she’d been lying there, continually drifting in and 

out of consciousness as her body frantically recuperated.

The bullets began to crown from her skin before long. Her Desh pinched 

shut, fully shoving the lead out and leaving behind only light, fading bruises. 

?s feeling returned to her nerves, her tendrils slowly stirred. The blades slith-

ered along the ground before weakly arching and forcing Samantha onto her 

side.

Her reprieve was cut short, as she felt her muscles cramp and constrict 

around another stubborn few bullets that refused to e;it. Thinking she’d have 

to cut more out like the day before, the tendrils not supporting her weight 
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proceeded to surgically position themselves along her backside. Though, 

much to her relief, she was spared from slicing herself open as the remaining 

lead eventually popped free from her Desh.

Samantha Dopped onto her back. She took deep, scathing breaths as she 

stared up into the canopy of dwindling leaves. She squeezed her eyes shut 

and gritted her teeth as her tendrils pressed with all their might against the 

ground. They managed to shove her up into a sitting position but then began 

to wobble as she continued to lean back against them.

She eyed her right leg and cringed. Bt truly looked worse for wearE her shin 

and foot laid loose and were pointing sideways.

ADammit,J she hissed like a viper while grabbing at her thigh and winc-

ing from the pain of her mangled !oint. She knew she’d have to handle this 

one herself, as her advanced healing didn’t e;actly cover popped !oints. She 

wasn’t going anywhere like this, but she couldn’t leave Willow with them, and 

she didn’t have time to !ust wait around for the others to catch up.

She hesitantly tightened her grip. The only thing keeping her fear of further 

agony at bay was the thought of what would happen to Willow if she didn’t get 

back up. Ra;imilian was heartless enough to use children as e;perimental 

toysE surely he wouldn’t be above using one as a bargaining chip.

Her hands trembled as she closed her eyes. She had to do it . . . she had to. 

?s her conviction mounted, and her repeated self-beratement continuously 

echoed in her mind, her eyes shot open, and she suddenly !erked her hands 

toward herself in a twisting motion.

? loud, Desh-rending snap preceded the most horri“c, agonized shriek 

Samantha had ever unleashed.
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Yonnie stood shoulder to shoulder with Yarry. ?or the last several minutes, 

they had been fending off a troop of ?.T.?. agents to ensure they wouldn’t “nd 

Cmma while she tended to Po;anne. Bt looked as though they were never go-

ing to stop coming. Yut then they began to retreat seemingly out of nowhere.

AWhat are they doing”J Yonnie said.

AThey’re runningK Nike hell they areKJ Yarry barked, taking a step forward 

as though ready to charge after them.

AWait,J Yonnie ordered, throwing her arm across Yarry’s chest before she 

did anything rash. She glanced around, through the trees and withering 

brush. Cven the men who hadn’t engaged them were retreating. ASome-

thing’s off.J

ACh”J Yarry frustratedly sneered with a raised brow. AYon, they’re pulling 

back, all of ’emK They’re totally scaredKJ

AFo, they’re not. jou know everything they’ve done has been a calculated 

move. This isn’t any different,J Yonnie commented, standing strong until 

her muscles abruptly tightened in response to a distant shriek. Bt sounded 

guttural and painful, like the person releasing it had e;perienced pain beyond 

comprehension. ?lthough she’d never heard Samantha scream like that, she 

was certain it was her.

Yonnie gulped and pulled her arm back from across her friend’s chest. 

AYarry”J she softly said, shooting her a glance.

Yarry’s eyes narrowed and she nodded. AB’ll bring her back,J she promised 

before bursting off in the direction of the shrill echo.

AOh god . . .J Yonnie sighed, rubbing her eyes and then letting loose an 

uncomfortable groan. Things were !ust getting worse. ACmmaKJ she called 

out, lowering her hand and looking over her shoulder.

APight here,J Cmma e;claimed, stepping from the brush with Po;anne 

cradled in her arms. She was hardly conscious and had the torn strips of 

Cmma’s uniform tightly wrapped around her gut.
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Cmma seemed stressed out of her mind. Cach breath she released trem-

bled along with her body, though despite how shaky she was, she also 

seemed as stiff and rigid as a board. Po;anne’s blood absolutely slathered 

and stained her skin, some of it had even gotten in her hair. Hardly any of 

her tank top remained white, and it along with her arms looked as though 

they’d !ust been dipped in buckets of red paint.

AIesus Ghrist . . .J Yonnie swallowed, avoiding Po;anne with her gaze. 

ABs shexJ

AShe’s “ne for now,J Cmma grunted. AB was able to pack and wrap the 

wound, but B need to get her to a hospital now. Or she might not last very 

long.J

AB . . . B can’t feel my legs,J Po;anne quietly squawked, her voice crack-

ing and weary. She was so pale that even the milky white clouds blanket-

ing the sky looked colorful in comparison.

Yonnie stared in silence at Cmma’s bloodied arms and Po;anne’s 

crumbling body. Iust as she had earlier,  she was drawing a strategic 

blank. Fothing brought even an inkling of a thought to her head, not even 

the soothing rustling of the remaining leaves that clung to the branches 

overhead. ?or once, she felt absolutely helpless. Cverything was going 

south fast, and she had no clue what to do.

AYonnie . . .J Po;anne weakly muttered.

Snapped from her daze, Yonnie glanced into Po;anne’s half-open eyes. 

She gulped as she watched Po;anne raise her hand, as even that slight e;-

ertion seemed to be too much for the stripper, only causing her trembling 

to worsen.

AWhat is it”J Yonnie softly replied, hunching over to close the gap so 

that Po;anne wouldn’t have to speak loudly.

With about the grip strength of a sickly toddler, Po;anne grabbed hold of 

Yonnie’s poncho. AKill them . . .J she venomously hissed, her eyes watering as 
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her hand began to further tremble from the minor e;ertion. A?nd bring my 

sister back to me . . .J

Yonnie felt her throat tighten at the demand. To abandon her principles 

was the last thing she wanted, but with the possibility of both Samantha 

and Willow having been captured, or worse, she knew their options were 

e;tremely limited. She slowly raised her head and looked to Cmma with her 

last shred of hope. The captain was the last line. Bf she had a better plan, 

maybe there was still a way to resolve the situation without any gratuitous 

violence.

Cmma’s gaze, however, provided no additional comfortE it was !ust as cold 

and dark as the woman’s in her arms. She carefully shifted her grip to “rmly 

hold up Po;anne with one arm. She then reached behind herself and unfas-

tened the strap to one of the many things hanging from her belt. AYonnie . . .J 

she said before holding it out.

Yonnie lightly gasped as a disappointed and frightened frown came about 

her lips. Cmma was holding out her hunting knife. Yonnie hesitantly reached 

for it, but held off and took one last look at Cmma’s face. She needed to hear 

anything besides what was about to be said.

A'o whatever needs to be done.J

Yarry had been running back toward the group only to spot Yonnie walking 

toward her by her lonesome. AYonKJ she cried out, coming to a stop. AB can’t 

“nd Sam or Willow anywhere. They’re both goneKJ

AB know,J Yonnie murmured quietly, stepping right past Yarry.

AB’m worried they’ve been caught . . .J Yarry said uncomfortably, following 

closely along.
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Yonnie remained silent and continued ahead.

AYon”J

Fo answer.

AYon”J Yarry asked again.

Still no answer.

AYonKJ Yarry snapped, “rmly grabbing the blonde by the arm. AWhat’s 

wrong with you”J

Yonnie sighed but remained facing forward.

AOyKJ Yarry yelled, forcing Yonnie around to face her. She glared frustrat-

edly into her violet eyes, having been easily angered by the blonde’s silence. 

AWhat the hell is wrong with youK”J she cried, grabbing her by the shoulders.

AB’m done,J Yonnie stated coldly, seemingly devoid of any emotion. Bf any-

thing, she appeared distant.

Yarry winced, not liking what she was seeing. She couldn’t spot even a hint 

of anger, sadness, or anything. A'one with . . . what”J she mumbled.

AUlaying nice . . .J Yonnie chillingly e;haled.

AB . . . B don’t get it.J Yarry cluelessly blinked.

AWith every step B’ve taken on this hell-bound !ourney . . . B’ve done my 

best not to hurt anybody. We’ve tried not to hurt anybody. 'espite the fact 

that every corner we’ve stepped around, there’s been a gun pointed right in 

our faces,J Yonnie e;plained, her face twitching slightly as she mentioned the 

?oundation’s relentlessness. AB can’t take it anymore,J she hissed, balling up 

her “sts as she !erked away from Yarry. AThey either have one or both of them 

. . . and either way, they’re both in obscene danger and we’re on our own. B’m 

done,J she repeated.

With a simple blink, her natural violet orbs had burned away, leaving only 

an all too familiar scarlet that Yarry had never hoped to see on the blonde.

AThis ends now.J



Chapter Finee�

Crossing the Line

S amantha slid down a muddied cliffside and right up to a chain-link 

fence that surrounded a massive concrete complex. She placed her 

hands against the fence and leaned in, peering through the links and scanning 

the lot. It was only days ago that she’d run out of there and into the street, 

only to get struck by a vehicle.

Her tendrils were almost rattling at the thought of stepping back in there, 

especially willingly. Under any other circumstances, she’d run right back 

from whence she came, but . . .

She wasn’t about to let the Orphanage get away with taking Willow.

She rushed up the fence with the aid of her tendrils and threw herself over 

the top. She palmed the ground after landing on her feet then slowly raised 

her head. It didn’t take her long to notice the dozens of barrels trained on 

her from various points of cover across the yard. She wasn’t even surprised, 

“guring they’d be waiting for her anyway.

M!aximilian”L Samantha bellowed, standing up as tall as she could. She 

balled up her “sts and continued to shout, MTet her go”L

M!y dear, sweet Samantha.L ?he devil chuckled, stepping forth from the 

newly replaced sliding doors at the entrance of the building. He had an irri-

tating grin on his face, as per usual. Why wouldn’t he be smilingA She’d come 

right to him. MI’m afraid that would be impossible.L

Samantha avoided his gaze and instead stared past him toward the pair 

following along beside him. She couldn’t care less about Wilson, but Diana . . . 
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She couldn’t help but snarl as their eyes met. Dlmost every encounter 

between them had always ended with gunshots and blood, but this time 

something was off.  .  .  .  jiana couldn’t  even hold her gaze for a few 

seconds, looking away almost instantly.

MI assure you, you’ll get what you want, Samantha,L !aximilian stated, 

continuing to step toward her. He acted as though he had no regard for 

his own safety, or perhaps, he was merely Rust that con“dent in his own 

schemes. MSo long as you come home, where you belong.L

M—eallyAL Samantha scoffed in surprise. MDfter all the “ghting and chas-

ingC you Rust want me to come back”AL she shouted, fuming at the mere 

possibility that this was all some kind of demented game.

MDllow me to . . . rephrase.L !aximilian hummed then cleared his throat. 

He leaned forward, now towering over her, which admittedly, made her 

slightly uncomfortable. MFome inside, or that little friend of yours . . .L

Samantha’s arms began to shake as she stared up into his icy, uncaring 

eyes. She trembled not out of fear, but out of strain, as she had dug her 

nails into her palm so “ercely that blood had begun to ooze between her 

“ngers. MPine,L she sharply exhaled, releasing her “sts. MDs long as you 

take me to her.L

!aximilian continued to grin at the child as he raised a hand in the air. 

MOf course,L he af“rmed before snapping his “ngers.

Ds if on cue, Yarker let her riqe dangle against her body and stepped 

out from cover with a set of bolt cuffs in her mitts. She leaned down and 

placed them over Samantha’s forearms.

Samantha glared at her,  but Yarker seemingly refused to look up. 

Whether it be out of shame or guilt, Samantha didn’t particularly care.

MSir . . .L Yarker softly muttered as the thick steel cuffs clamped down 

on Samantha’s arms.

MGes, FaptainAL
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MShouldn’t we restrain her tendrilsAL she asked, “nally raising her head 

only to be met with Samantha’s “erce and angry eyes.

MI doubt she’d waste her one chance to save the girl.L !aximilian grinned. 

MDdditional restraints won’t be necessary.L

Yarker nervously nodded.

MFome now, let’s reunite you with your little friend.L !aximilian hummed, 

beckoning Samantha to follow with his “nger.

She ;uietly obliged, lowering and constricting her tendrils around her ab-

domen. Buided by Yarker, she followed alongside !aximilian, his pet, and 

the now oddly acting commander. Buns remained trained on her, but even as 

they stepped through the front entrance and past another dozen or so guards, 

not once did she show even a hint of aggression. He was right' she didn’t want 

to risk it.

M!y dear, I’m ;uite thrilled to have you back where you belong, safe and 

sound,L !aximilian almost cooed, causing Samantha to physically cringe and 

recoil.

MOh yeah . . . I’m thrilled,L she sneered.

MI’m not the only one happy to see you, you know.L !aximilian chuckled.

MOhA Is Commander Gray excited to use me for target practice againAL 

Samantha barked, sniping a spiteful glare off toward jiana.

jiana almost shriveled up at the comment, still avoiding eye contact en-

tirely. Her continued strange behavior only further puzzled Samantha. jiana 

was always a stone-cold pillar of order and discipline, yet here she was, phys-

ically wilting at childish Reers and refusing to make eye contact.

!aximilian provided no answer and stopped Rust short of the elevator. 

MYarker, darling, would you be so kind as to take Samantha to see our guestAL

MDs you wish, sir,L Yarker obliged, pressing the elevator call button.

MSamantha, I wish I could stay and chat, but I simply have other matters 

to attend to. Ds do these two.L !aximilian smirked, gesturing at Wilson and 
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jiana. M?a-ta for now. . . .L he trailed off before turning and continuing 

to step down the hall.

Samantha watched as he and the other two disappeared from sight. 

Once they were gone, she glanced up at Yarker, who stared headlong into 

the elevator doors, also refusing to make eye contact. Dt least with her, 

Samantha knew why. . . .

Once the doors eventually opened, the two stepped inside. Nut the very 

second they closed, Samantha immediately unfurled a single tendril and 

;uickly slashed out the elevator’s camera.

Yarker qinched at “rst,  but once Samantha held out the skewered 

e;uipment on the end of her scythe, she seemed to ease up if only slightly.

MGou can’t be okay with this,L Samantha mumbled then whipped her 

blade to the side, sending the electronic parts scattering about the qoor.

MW-whatAL

MI refuse to believe you’re okay with this,L Samantha reiterated.

Yarker huffed and slowly turned away. MWhat do you careAL she whis-

pered.

MNecause I’ve never seen someone Rust go through the motions as much 

as I have with you,L Samantha explained. MGou don’t believe this is right, 

you know this isn’t right.L

MDnd what if I doAL

MI know you donEt,L Samantha noted.

MI’m Rust doing what I’m told to do. I’m a good soldier,L Yarker grum-

bled, frustratedly balling up her “sts as though it scathed her to say so.

MBood soldiers don’t just follow orders,L Samantha exclaimed.

MGes, they do,L Yarker retorted. M?hat’s what we’re made for.L

MDnd if he gives you one that crosses the line, what thenAL Samantha 

pressed, leaning in slightly to try and force their eyes to meet. Nut Yarker 

wasn’t budging' she wouldn’t look up let alone in Samantha’s direction.
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Samantha sighed and leaned back. She assumed Yarker was Rust going 

to give her the silent treatment, but Rust before the elevator doors opened 

again, she could’ve sworn she heard her say, MI don’t know . . .L

Walking through those halls again was dif“cult for Samantha, but at 

the very least, this time it was of her own volition. With each segment 

they stepped through, she couldn’t help but hold a lingering gaze on each 

of the marked doors. ?here were so many others, so many Orphans she 

likely hadn’t even met before. 6one of them knew what was happening 

on the outside. . . . Nut maybe they were better off that way.

She  then  walked  right  into  Yarker,  not  realizing  the  captain  had 

stopped. Upon taking a step back, she noticed her “ddling with a termi-

nal beside an unmarked door. MShe’s in here,L Yarker mumbled, “nally 

inserting her keycard and stepping off to the side.

Samantha kept her eyes on Yarker as she stepped up to the doorway. 

Someone called her name from inside. MS-SamAL

Samantha sharply turned, and her eyes softened with solace upon 

spotting Willow sitting on a small bed. MWillow,L she gasped in relief be-

fore rushing in and dropping to her knees right before her. She rested the 

heavy bolt cuffs in her lap and felt unable to stop a smile from creeping 

over her face. Neing in this hellish bunker meant nothing to her' Willow 

was safe, and that’s all that mattered. MI’m so glad you’re okay,L she softly 

spoke.

Willow qinched as the door clamped shut. She should’ve been happy 

to see Samantha, but the truth was ;uite the opposite. She looked upset, 

severely so. MWhy did you comeAL she whimpered, trembling like a leaf.

Samantha blinked and leaned up in confusion. MWhy wouldn’t IAL

MI-it’s a trap, Sam, you have to know that,L Willow sniveled.

MI do,L Samantha whispered, raising her arms. She then reached for and 

“rmly grabbed hold of Willow’s hands. It didn’t take long for her smile to fade 
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as she continued to watch the girl she loved snifqe and tremble in fear. 

MI’m sorry you got roped into all this . . .L

MG-you knewA Dnd you still cameAL Willow s;ueaked out, shakily huff-

ing as she drew short,  minuscule breaths. Mj-don’t apologize to me, 

you’re not safe here”L

MI  know, but neither are you,  and I  couldn’t  Rust  leave you here,L 

Samantha noted.

MN-but why” I’m Rust a burden to you” Necause of me, they’ll  start 

hurting you again, and lock you away, andCL

Samantha suddenly released Willow’s hand and pressed her “nger 

against the frightened teenager’s lips, ;uietly shushing her. Her smile 

returned and grew even wider. MGou could turn the entire world against 

me, and I wouldn’t care,L she whispered, lowering her hands back down 

to Willow’s lap. MGou’ll never walk alone as long as I’m around.L

Willow’s eyes shimmered and moistened with fresh tears. She couldn’t 

help but smile back, though no smile could mask her terror. She sniveled 

and brushed her cheek in a poor attempt to wipe the tears away, but all 

she did was smear them. MSam . . . I’m so scared . . .L

MWe’ll get out of this . . . I promise,L Samantha assured her. She then 

lifted her arms up again,  but this time hoisted the cuffs all  the way 

over Willow’s head. She slid them down her back, then pulled her in 

close, hugging her as tight as she could without hurting her. jespite 

the awkward position, Willow immediately burrowed her face right into 

Samantha’s shoulder. MIf I  know Nonnie and Narry, they’re already on 

their way.L
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MOh, I’m sure they aren’t far behind.L !aximilian chuckled to himself. He sat 

before dozens of monitors that appeared to watch every last corner of the 

facility. jespite the certainty of the coming storm, he seemed entirely too 

calm. Dfter all, he was merely sitting in a chair, leaning back and eating an 

apple.

However, jiana cared little about what he was doing. She stood alone near 

the back of the surveillance room, watching the monitors from afar with a 

small, blissful smileCat least when the other two weren’t looking her way. 

Slivers of Samantha’s happiness seemed to rub off on her' it felt like sunshine 

soaking into her skin but even better. It reminded her of the Roy she’d felt 

around her husband, and while the sensation was amazing, it did little to 

shake her shame.

MSir, if I may in;uire, what is the planAL Wilson asked, staring at his hands 

as he twiddled his thumbs.

MI’ve got something cooking, Wilson. I merely need to observe these two a 

tad longer before I make my decision,L !aximilian replied.

MD decisionA On what, sirAL Wilson cocked an eyebrow.

MSomething . . . dramatic.L !aximilian chuckled, taking another bite from 

his apple. MI assure you, boy, it’ll be a spectacle.L He cleared his throat and 

suddenly stood from his chair. He then set down the apple and turned to face 

jiana. MOh, jiana dear, I “gured you might like to know that the solution I 

was procuring is complete,L he stated before pulling a sleek rectangular obRect 

from within his lab coat. M?ake this, if you would.L

jiana hesitantly stepped over. She snatched the obRect from his hand and 

raised it up to her eyes. Tooking it over, she grew puzzled, as it looked like a 

standard-issue magazine. MD . . . magAL she muttered.

MIndeed, loaded with seven nine-millimeter rounds.L !aximilian snick-

ered, as though he’d played some sort of idiotic practical Roke. M?hough I 

assure you, they were ;uite expensive to manufacture. ?he Racket is forged 
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from the near exact alloy of which Samantha’s skeleton is constructed,L 

he explained, then shrugged.

jiana s;uinted at one of the silvery shots peeking through the top 

of the mag. She raised her head and tightened her grip on it.  MI don’t 

understandCL

MWhile her skeleton is effectively bulletproof, it wonEt prove as resilient 

to these.L !aximilian’s mustache curled into a grin.

MSurely you don’t expect it to kill her Rust because it can penetrate, do 

youAL

M?hat’s where the payload comes in,L !aximilian declared. M?he core 

will stunt her regenerative properties and shut down her body. We man-

ufactured it with a little gift left over from her original form, something 

lost when we put her back together,L he explained.

jiana gulped and stared uneasily at the magazine, realizing she had 

Rust been given the tools to kill her own daughter. She gazed back up at 

the monitors, her blue eyes glittering as they grew moist from the mere 

thought of causing any more pain to her baby girl.

MGou needn’t complicate things. Jnd the suffering, for you and her 

both,L !aximilian murmured, placing a hand on jiana’s shoulder. MNe 

the angel your daughter needs . . . and set her free,L he lamented, though 

even while saying something so cold, the corners of his lips slightly curled 

as if resisting a grin.

MSir . . .L Wilson scratched the back of his head, Mif 6umber Seventeen 

and Jighteen do arrive as 6ineteen said, that could prove problematic.L

MDlready taken into account, Wilson,L !aximilian replied, glancing 

back over his shoulder.

M?hey’re unlikely to relent as easily as Samantha has.  If  anything, 

combined, they’re .  .  . signilcant-y more dangerous,L Wilson nervously 

remarked, pushing his glasses up his nose.
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MFalm yourself, lad,L !aximilian stated, removing his hand from ji-

ana’s arm. MI’ll simply enact my plan before they’re able to reach her.L He 

con“dently hummed.

MDgain, sir . . . what p-anAL Wilson in;uired, sounding almost irritated.

!aximilian provided no answer and stepped back toward his desk, 

reaching for his apple.

MHow many of ’em do you think there areAL Narry ;uestioned while light-

ing a cigarette with a snap of her “ngers. She glanced down at her blonde 

companion, who had been kneeling for ;uite some time now, observing 

the movements of the guards stationed in the yard. Narry would have 

much preferred they Rust rush right in, but Nonnie always had to stratez

gi?e. If she didn’t like her, she likely wouldn’t put up with it.

MDt least forty, at most sixty,L Nonnie murmured in response.

MHow do you “gureAL Narry asked with smoke exiting her lips.

M?hat’s roughly the number of uni;ue voices I’ve heard making the 

rounds outside my cell, give or take,L Nonnie explained.

MDh . . .L Narry hummed. What an odd thing to know. ?hen again, all of 

Nonnie’s egghead knowledge was odd.

MNarry,L Nonnie hummed, leaning up a bit, Mare you sure you’re up for 

thisAL

Mjon’t worry about me,L Narry retorted con“dently. MIf anything, I’m 

worried about you.L

M!eAL Nonnie blinked. MWhy meAL

MSam and I have both done this sorta thing before. It’s not a big deal for me. 

. . . joesn’t make it right, but you’re the only one of us who hasn’tCL Narry 



ORPHAN VEIL: THE STRAY296

gulped and reached up, nervously scratching the back of her head, Mki--ed 

anybody.L

MIt doesn’t make a difference anymore,L Nonnie mumbled, placing her 

hands on her knees and pushing herself up to her feet.

MIt does, Non.L Narry sighed. MGou can’t take it back. So I’m going to ask 

again . . .L She reached out and “rmly grabbed Nonnie by the shoulder. MDre 

you sure”A

Nonnie glanced back, staring almost blankly at her. She then softly nodded. 

MIf we had any other choice besides throwing away everything I believe in, 

I’d already have thought of it.L Her brows then furrowed. M?here’s no more 

pulling our punches.L

Narry huffed and released the blonde. She proceeded to close her eyes and 

suck in a long, dragged-out hit. MIn that case,L she exhaled, venting the smoke 

out her nostrils like a slumbering dragon. Her eyes peeled back open slowly, 

no longer shining blue but burning a deep red Rust like Nonnie’s. MDnyone who 

gets in our way goes in the ground.L

She could already feel it, the tension in the air immediately spiking as 

they both understood their coming actions were inevitable. While she hun-

gered to step down there and bash skulls in, she managed to restrain herself. 

?his being far from the “rst time she’d entered such an aggressive state, her 

self-control was much better than Samantha’s. Nut she worried for Nonnie. 

Her intellect would surely help, but not being used to such bloodlust could 

have unforeseen conse;uences.

M?hen let’s not waste any more time,L Nonnie sneered, tossing up the back 

of her poncho and grabbing hold of the knife she’d been gifted. ?hen with a 

single step, she proved Narry’s concerns right, vanishing with but a kick of 

dust left in her absence.

Narry choked slightly on smoke, not even seeing where the blonde had 

gone. M—unning in like an idiot is my thing, you know”L she cried as her eyes 
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darted around, peering along the hillside, down by the fence, and into the 

yard. It didn’t take long to spot the blonde standing Rust barely inside the lot. 

She wasn’t ;uite sure why Nonnie was Rust standing there until she noticed 

the body at her friend’s feet.

’-ready” She immediately spat the cigarette from her lips and bounded 

down the hillside. She Rumped and grabbed the top of the fence with one hand 

then pulled herself up over it.

MNon”L she called out Rust before her boots slammed against the asphalt. 

MWhat’re you doingAL she nagged, rising to her feet from her landing. MGou 

usually don’tCL

Narry’s tongue was practically grabbed as she glanced down at the body. 

?he paci“st had drawn “rst blood.

?he body had ;uite literally been exsanguinated. His throat was qayed 

open, his eyes were wide, and he lay in an expanding pool of his own blood. 

It didn’t even appear that he’d been aware of his own demise, any hint of fear 

missing from his face. He must’ve been dead before he hit the ground.

MNon,L Narry repeated, uncomfortably looking up from the gore.

?he blonde was clinging to the knife. Her knuckles had whitened, and her 

face had turned pale. She was trembling and staring off into nothing, perhaps 

trying to disassociate from the atrocity she’d Rust committed. Nut it would be 

hard to ignore with the constant reminder of blood gently dripping from the 

blade she’d Rust used.

Narry gulped, knowing how much Nonnie cared about her own vows of 

peace. ?alking the talk about abandoning them was one thing, but actually 

doing it . . .

MNonnie,L Narry called, grabbing at her arm, to which Nonnie seemed to not 

even notice. Nut when Narry s;ueezed, it seemed to be enough to capture her 

attention, though she still didn’t seem all the way there, giving no response 

and only slowly turning her head.
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MDre you alrightAL Narry asked.

Nonnie gulped and shakily exhaled. MIt was so fast,L she whispered, nearly 

choking on her own words in the presence of her handiwork. She was clearly 

tempted to drop the knife, back away, and stop right there.

MHey,L Narry huffed, waving her other hand in front of Nonnie’s face in 

an attempt to recapture her attention. 6oticing how little that worked, she 

stepped between her and the body, hoping that would separate her from the 

moment. MIt’s alright. Nreathe, take a minuteCL

MWe don’t have a minute,L Nonnie wheezed as she tried to Rerk from Narry’s 

grasp.

Narry frustratedly tightened her “ngers and she yanked Nonnie back over. 

MI said take a minute”L she ordered. MGou’re freaking out”L

MTogan, what the hell is all that noise”L a woman cried out from across the 

yard.

Narry grunted, immediately releasing Nonnie. MShit.L

MHow many goddamn times do I have to tell you,L the woman shouted as 

she began to stomp around the parked Humvees. MStop wandering oCL

She let loose a panicked gasp upon spotting the pair standing over her 

s;uadmate.

Narry’s eyebrows cautiously furrowed. She recognized the woman as Fap-

tain Farter, but that information was useless at that point. Her face didn’t 

matter, and her name certainly didn’t either, especially since Farter was ;uite 

obviously itching to reach for her gun.

MDonLt,L Narry snarled.

Farter took a half step back, her “ngers lightly twitching as Narry balled up 

her “sts. ?hen, instead of reaching for her gun, she ;uickly brought her hand 

to her lips and shrilly whistled as loud as she could.

Nonnie immediately vanished from NarryEs side.

Mjammit”L Narry barked.
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In what seemed like a single step to Narry, before Farter could even remove 

her “ngers from her lips, she’d closed the distance and slammed her “st up-

side the captain’s head. Farter’s head careened right through the passenger 

window of the vehicle she was standing beside. She was either dead or Rust 

unconscious. Whichever it was concerned Narry very little, as now Farter’s 

s;uad was surely in tow.

MNoss”L a man shouted as he began to round the vehicle. Narry grunted and 

preemptively raised her “sts as he racked the bolt on his riqe, knowing she 

wouldn’t be able to react fast enough and was likely going to take some shots. 

Nut then, like a bolt of golden lightning, Nonnie qashed into existence Rust 

before them both. She appeared to be following through with a swing that 

Narry hadn’t seen her start.

?he man’s hands then suddenly fell to the ground with his weapon' Nonnie 

had severed them from his wrists. Nut before he could even scream, her blade 

had already been crammed into his neck to silence him.

Nonnie’s movements were too ;uick for Narry to follow . . . and were slightly 

scaring her. ?he power of her strikes in frozen time ampli“ed by the clear 

resentment and anger she must’ve been feeling resulted in the man’s neck 

and torso being ripped to bloody shreds in an instant. Dfter her last thrust, 

she Rerked the blade out, shoved him back against the ground, and vanished 

before the approaching s;uad could “re upon her.

MPlip the car,L Nonnie ordered, now behind Narry.

Narry glanced over her shoulder and cocked a brow. MWhyAL she asked, 

grabbing Farter by the back of her vest and pulling her out of the busted 

window.

MTock down the facility”L a voice bellowed from across the yard Rust before 

gun“re started to hail down against the opposing side of the vehicle they were 

actively hidden behind.

M?hat’s why,L Nonnie sneered as the facility’s alarms blared.
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MHmph,L Narry huffed, tossing Farter into the pool of blood beside 

the qayed corpse. MTock down,L she repeated mockingly while lacing and 

cracking her “ngers.

She dragged her boot back against the concrete then swiftly slammed 

her palms against the underside of the vehicle. With a single upward 

yank, she threw the Humvee like it’d been hit by a landmine.

?wo of the three managed to avoid the rapidly approaching tumbling 

steel,  but the third wasn’t so lucky, getting crushed along its path. It 

only stopped once it plowed through the front entrance of the building, 

practically erasing the recently replaced glass doors from existence as 

they were blasted into dust.

?he man who’d dove off to the left panicked as Nonnie appeared over 

him. He palmed the grip of his riqe and dragged it up off the pavement, 

but she kicked it from his hands before he could even point it at her. She 

then Rerked her arm up and swung the knife down, going in for the kill.

He instinctively raised his hand to block the strike, only for it to tear 

through his palm and pin his hand to his shoulder. He cried as Nonnie 

ripped it  out,  which further exacerbated the pain of his double stab 

wound. Nut she gave him no time to process, cramming it right into his 

stomach next. She yanked it out and began to repeatedly thrust, slashing 

his core to shreds. Jach time, the man grew weaker, putting up less of a 

“ght, but it didn’t seem to stop her.

Narry, on the other hand, rushed off to deal with the second agent, who 

was also scrambling to get off the ground. Nut Narry put her down much 

;uicker, dealing a single throat-crunching sucker punch to her neck. With 

a loud snap, the agent crumpled and slumped back against the concrete 

with no resistance.
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Hearing Nonnie’s grunts, Narry turned around, assuming she was strug-

gling. Nut what she saw was the blonde ripping out her blade for the “nal 

time.

Nonnie stumbled back from the man she’d butchered, covered head to toe 

in inconsistent splatters of blood that stained her skin and dripped down her 

poncho. Her breaths were rapid and heavy, and she seemed to be struggling 

to maintain control of what she was doing, or perhaps who she was.

MNonnieAL Narry softly called out. She couldn’t tell if Nonnie’s reaction to 

death was getting better . . . or worse.

Nonnie Rumped and nearly dropped the knife. MI . . .L She sharply exhaled. 

MI’m sorry . . .L She ;uickly hid the knife away and looked to the ground. MI-I 

went overboard.L

MHey,L Narry hummed, grabbing her blood-spattered arms. MWe can take 

a minute, Non,L she said, trying for a second time to get Nonnie to stop and 

process what she was doing.

Nonnie appeared to consider it for a moment. Having killed thrice now, she 

was trembling like a leaf and looked like she wanted to Rust give up and run 

away. Nut when she looked back up and over Narry’s shoulder, she slowed her 

breathing and shook her head.

MDlright . . .L Narry sighed, letting her go. MTet’s get this over with.L

Narry watched as Nonnie stepped over the body she’d gored, leaving her 

innocence behind as she ascended the steps. Nroken glass crackled under 

their feet as they entered the lobby. ?he only other person in the space was 

a woman cowering behind the reception desk. Ds they passed her, Narry gave 

nothing but a snide smirk, then proceeded straight for the elevators.

6o longer shaking, Nonnie raised her hand from beneath her poncho and 

almost daintily pressed the call button.

MWhere do you think they’re holding themAL Narry in;uired, crossing her 

arms and leaning up against the doorframe.
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MI’d guess . . .L Nonnie scratched her cheek like usual as she pondered. 

MSublevel K. Where we were all held before. We shou-d sweep them all Rust 

to be sure, but I don’t know how much time we have to futz around.L

M—ight, right,L Narry huffed, Mcan’t be too careful now . . .L

?he elevator ;uietly hummed as it reached them. ?he doors slowly 

opened, revealing a full s;uad of shocked faces crammed inside. ?hey 

must have expected to “nd the two, but not so suddenly, and not covered 

in blood.

?hat moment of hesitation would cost them their lives.

MWhere  do  you  think  they  areAL  Willow  murmured,  gently  rubbing 

Samantha’s hands with her thumbs.

MI . . . don’t know.L Samantha winced. MWhen we were all separated, 

they were looking after —oxanne. Nut knowing Narry .  .  .L She lightly 

snickered. MShe wouldn’t pass up the opportunity to crack a few heads.L

M—oxanne”L Willow gasped, tightening her grip. MIs she okay”A j-did 

she . . .L

MI also don’t know . . .L Samantha regretfully mumbled.

M—oxy,L Willow softly mewled. MSo . . . what do we doAL She snifqed. 

Mjo we try to get awayA jo we waitAL

MTet’s,L Samantha sighed, Mtalk about something else.L

MWhat else is there to talk aboutAL

MWell,L Samantha hummed and stood up. She moved and sat on the 

bed. M!usic, rightA I remember all those posters in your room. What’s 

your favorite kindAL she asked, despite knowing next to nothing about it. 

It’d been so long that she didn’t even fully know what a genre was.
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Willow’s fear-riddled face slightly brightened as she leaned up against 

Samantha’s side. MG-you don’t have to try and distract me . . .L

MI don’t want you to be upset, or scared, so c’mon,L Samantha cooed. 

MWhat’s your favoriteAL

MGou’ll think it’s stupid.L

Samantha scoffed. MI doubt it.L

MWell .  .  .L Willow tilted her head up and smiled. MI like bands that 

people don’t really talk about, they call them underground and . . . I dunno, 

it Rust makes me feel like I’m a part of something special.L

MGou are something special,L Samantha retorted.

M?ch,L Willow softly sighed. M?here’s nothing special about a farm girl 

that goes to public school.L

MDnd how many people in that school would have done what you did 

for meAL Samantha pressed. MWould any of them have helped meAL

MI . . . can’t say that they wouldCL

MJxactly,L Samantha declared, turning to look at her. M6ever in my life 

have I met someone as kind as you . . .L

Her compliments seemed to do the trick, as the smile she loved so much 

“nally began to return to Willow’s face. It almost made her forget they 

were locked up below ground.

MSam,L Willow snifqed, before softly giggling. MI’m so proud of you.L

MHuhAL Samantha hummed and leaned back. MOf . .  .  meA WhyAL she 

in;uired, confused by the praise.

MI won’t lie, I’ve never been this scared in my entire life,L Willow mumbled, 

glancing down at her lap and twiddling her thumbs. MNut what you said to me 

last night, and what you’re saying to me now . . . it feels like you’ve known me 

since I was a kid.L She shyly glanced back up. MGou’ve changed so much over 

the last few days. Gou’re not a scared little girl. Gou’re more of a woman than 
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you think. I came into this wanting to protect you, but . . . you’re protecting 

me.L

Samantha glowed a bit from the praise and gently placed a hand on Wil-

low’s knee. MI Rust want to get you out of this,L she softly whispered. MDnd I 

will, I promise.L

D loud beep emanating from the door captured Samantha’s full attention, 

and upon leering over her shoulder, she spotted Yarker standing in the door-

way. MF’mon, he wants you guys moved.L

MWhyAL Samantha grumbled, glaring at the captain.

MI don’t need to tell you why.L Yarker s;uinted. MBet up, and let’s go.L

Once they both stepped out into the hall, it became rather obvious to 

Samantha that something was amiss. Jvery member of Bolf had a stern look 

on their face, and she knew it wasn’t just because she’d inRured several of them 

at the farm. She glanced up at the ceiling and slightly smirked. bhey must 

a-ready Se here.

Yarker guided them down the hall past dozens of armed men and women 

hunched behind whatever they could “nd. Dll of their weapons were trained 

on the elevator, and not one of them looked anything short of terri“ed.

bhey must rea--y Se putting in some work . . . Samantha pondered, noticing 

that not only jelta and Omega were present, but numerous other s;uads 

she hadn’t even seen before. It seemed like every agent they had was in this 

hallway, save the ones on the upper qoors. . . . If there were any -eft on the 

upper qoors.

Samantha leaned down Rust enough to hover her lips over Willow’s ear. MIf 

they’re this paranoid, those two must be doing some serious damage,L she 

whispered.

Willow nodded and glanced back at the hall “lled with armed soldiers. MI 

hope they hurry,L she shuddered.
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?he walls had been painted with large, arcing blots of blood that reached 

up to the ceiling. Nonnie and Narry were side by side, facing the door and 

standing over the six unrecognizable bodies that, Rust moments ago, had 

been a full s;uad. 6either of them seemed bothered, and Narry certainly 

wasn’t. She was more focused on the . . . unnecessarily upbeat elevator 

music, which was making her more uncomfortable than anything.

?hen the elevator suddenly stopped, bouncing on its cable like some-

thing had snagged it.

Startled, Narry pressed her back against the wall, worried the entire 

thing was going to fall. Nut when she realized they Rust weren’t going to 

move any further, she breathed a sigh of relief.

MI’m guessing they’re trying to slow us down,L Nonnie theorized, 

glancing up at the ceiling.

MD lot of good that’s gonna do,L Narry remarked as she rubbed her 

hands together. MBive me a moment.L She then twisted her hands and 

crammed them between the door panels.  She curled her “ngers into 

the metal, crushing it like cheap, malleable scrap. ?he door stubbornly 

fought against her pull, but it was so pitiful she hardly even noticed.

Ds both panels were shoved away, almost all that revealed itself to her 

was concrete. Nut up toward the top of the frame was about two feet of 

empty space, Rust enough for them to crawl through.

MPun.L Narry snickered, glancing at Nonnie with a smirk. She knelt, 

linked her hands together, and pumped her eyebrows, beckoning Nonnie 

to step forward. MDfter you,L she teased.
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Nonnie accepted the boost and stepped into Narry’s hands. Upon being 

hoisted up and crawling through the opening, all she found were dark and 

empty halls.

MSo,L Narry grunted as she pulled herself up to peek at the qoor. MWhere are 

we atAL

M?he lab deck,L Nonnie replied, gesturing to the doublewide doors and 

abandoned gurneys. MPreshly deserted, it looks like . . .L

MWell,L Narry curiously hummed. MWhere is everybodyAL she asked, crawl-

ing out beside the blonde.

MYrobably hiding in these rooms, not that it matters.L Nonnie huffed, be-

ginning to step down the hall. MSam is probably still a few qoors down.L

MWhy wouldn’t she be up hereAL Narry nagged, ;uickly pushing herself to 

her feet to follow along.

MNecause it takes a lot of “repower to keep a literal superhuman contained, 

not unarmed staff members hiding in of“ces,L Nonnie explained.

MDh . . .L Narry exhaled, rubbing her chin. MSo, since the elevator is out of the 

;uestion,L she began, coming to a stop beside a door with a glowing exit sign 

mounted Rust above it. MPire escapeAL she asked, pointing with her thumb.

MWhat other option do we haveAL

MI could punch a hole in the qoor,L Narry half-sarcastically suggested.

MDs entertaining as that would be,L Nonnie hummed while placing her 

hand against the door handle, Mlet’s Rust take the stairs.L

Her face then abruptly scrunched as she opened the door. ?he sound of 

s;ueaky boots scraping against the steps were echoing from down the stair-

well. MGou hear thatAL she ;ueried, cautiously stepping up to the railing.

MGeah,L Narry replied and ;uietly pushed the door closed behind them. 

MBot a planAL

Nonnie leaned forward and peered down the stairwell. MI believe so,L she 

whispered before suddenly hopping up onto the bar.
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MJhAL Narry curiously blinked. MWhat are youCL

Nonnie carefully rose, balancing on the ledge. MZust meet me down there,L 

she said, glancing over her shoulder, before Rumping from the railing.

MDhC WhaCL Narry choked then ;uickly ran up to the ledge. MNonnie”AL 

she cried out, but by the time she’d looked down the stairwell, the blonde was 

already gone. MBoddamn party tricks”L she hissed before turning and rushing 

down the stairs. Dlmost immediately, she heard the sounds of a struggle, 

and after descending about two qights, she saw Nonnie standing right in the 

middle of a panicking and disoriented s;uad.

6ot caring how many Nonnie had already taken down, Narry charged for 

the closest one, who was on the landing Rust in front of her, and shoved him 

right into the wall.

His riqe was thrown from his hands, and he hastily reached for his sidearm, 

but before he could grab it, Narry delivered a bone-crushing blow to his chest. 

His lungs were skewered by his cracked ribs, forcing out a gurgled gasp as they 

began to “ll with quid. Ds he slumped back against the wall, clinging to his 

bludgeoned chest, Narry wasted no time knocking back the second-nearest 

man with a ;uick punch to the face.

?hrown back from the strike, he slipped and tumbled down the stairs right 

past Nonnie and the man she was actively gouging open.

Narry’s amused grin was soon wiped from her face as the man she’d appar-

ently only grievously inRured managed to blast her in the back of the head. She 

fell forward against the railing and tightly grabbed hold of it to steady herself.

He frightenedly sputtered as Narry leered back over her shoulder' all he’d 

done was seriously piss her off. He desperately took aim for a second shot, 

but she wouldn’t let him get the chance. In a knee-Rerk reaction out of spite 

and momentary rage, Narry pivoted and smashed his head into the wall. 

?he concrete behind him “ssured from the strike as she crushed his skull, 

splattering a viscous spread of gray matter, bone, and blood across its surface. 
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Dll that remained was his body, which slowly slid down the wall, limp 

and lifeless, leaving behind a trail of bloody grime.

Nonnie had already presumably slashed the throat of one man, who 

was on the lower landing choking on his own blood. His fall must have 

knocked the other two down, and the third Narry sent tumbling their way 

de“nitely didn’t help things. ?hey’d “nally begun to scramble to their 

feet, but Nonnie was prepared. While her knife was still “rmly planted in 

the back of the man she’d been stabbing, her other hand had drawn the 

sidearm she’d kept hidden. With three rapid shots in ;uick succession, 

they all fell back Rust as soon as they’d stood. She didn’t even give them 

the chance to “ght or beg for their lives before executing them.

MSlowing us down isn’t working very well,L she scoffed as the smoke 

licked itself clean from the barrel.  She then ripped her blade from the 

man’s backside and stepped to the left,  allowing his lifeless corpse to 

tumble down the stairs.

M!aybe,L Narry said, pulling her “st back from the wall.  ?he broken 

wall stuffed with brains she’d left in her wake resembled a cast sloppily 

“lled with watery Ram and meat. She cringed slightly and averted her eyes 

while shaking the blood from her “st. MNut we are making a mess.L

MIt doesn’t matter to me,L Nonnie coldly exclaimed, stepping down and 

over the men she’d Rust shot.

?he sound of bubbly gurgling caught Narry’s attention' it was the man 

whose throat Nonnie had slashed. Nefore Narry could even say anything, 

Nonnie had already taken aim and pulled the trigger, putting him down 

like a dog.

Narry winced in ironic discomfort, but pushed it aside, focusing back 

on their mission. MI don’t envy the people that have to clean this up,L she 

remarked, sliding down the railing over the bodies and meeting Nonnie 

on the landing.
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Nonnie tucked her gun back in her waistband and then continued down 

the next qight. MIf they keep getting in our way, there won’t Se anyone left 

to clean it up.L

Samantha had continued eyeing the ceiling, listening to the mufqed roar 

of gunshots carried by the vents. MIt doesn’t have to end this way, Yarker,L 

she softly said.

Yarker uneasily gulped and kept her eyes glued to the ceiling. Jvery 

minute those shots were growing closer. MStay ;uiet . . .L she scowled.

—oman turned to the side and grabbed hold of the mic on his chest. 

MOmicron, what’s your statusAL he asked into it.

Mi-ence.

Samantha smiled at Willow and gave her a gentle nod that she hoped 

would speak for itself. Jverything was going to be alright.

MIotaAL —oman meekly ;uestioned, still no answer. M:appa, @eta”A joes 

anyone above the containment deck read”AL

D second short moment of silence scraped by before the crunch of 

another mic came through.

MI read, Jitche-.L

Samantha softly gasped and glanced over, recognizing the voice imme-

diately. D gentle, con“dent smile came over her lips. . . . It was Nonnie.

MTet them both go,L she snarled through the receiver.

Yarker growled and grabbed onto her mic. MWe’ve got dozens of armed 

guards down here, blondie”L she shrieked, her voice nearly cracking out 

of what Samantha assumed was fear. MGou freaks aren’t getting through”L
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MWhat are you going to do differently from the dead men we left on the 

stairsAL Nonnie coldly ;uestioned.

Samantha’s face dropped as she processed her friend’s words. jead 

menA Nonnie couldn’t have killed anyone . . . rightA

Yarker gulped with no response to give.

M?hat’s what I thought,L Nonnie hissed. MSee you in “ve minutes.L

?he mic was then cut.

MS-she’s bluf“ng”L —oman stammered. MShe must be”L

MWhy would that be a bluffAL Yarker huffed.

MS-she’s a paci“st” She’d never hurt anybody, rightA ?hat’s what Jmma 

always said, rightAL

MIf she’s a paci“st, why aren’t the other s;uads responding”AL Yarker 

shouted, grabbing him by the vest.

—oman opened his mouth as if  prepared to continue combating his 

captain but seemed to freeze up after appearing to notice something that 

Samantha had also taken note ofA the facility had grown eerily silent.

Yarker shakily exhaled and released him. She then ran over to the blast 

door frame that separated them from the adRoining hall.  She ;uickly 

activated the terminal, causing the door to seal shut. Samantha knew 

even that wouldn’t help them. If Narry reached it,  she could blow the 

thing apart no problem.

MW-what do we doAL —oman stammered, looking with the rest of the 

s;uad to their captain for guidance.

Yarker uncomfortably smacked her lips and lowered her gaze. She 

gulped and slowly reached for her chest, then held down the trigger on 

her mic. MSir.L She heavily exhaled. M?hey’ll be down here any minute. 

?here’s no way we can hold them off. What’re we supposed to doAL

MHold your position, all we can do is waitCL jiana ordered before her 

feed was interrupted by !aximilianEs.
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MOh dear captain, you’ll be ;uite alright. Nut you may want to separate 

the two.L

Yarker “red off a short exhale through her nose and, with little hesi-

tance, treated the suggestion as an immediate order. Mjo it.L

MWhatAL Samantha grunted before being forcibly yanked away from 

Willow by one of the other men. MWhat are you doing”AL she cried, twist-

ing in an attempt to Rerk from their sudden grasp. Nut before she could 

even unfurl her tendrils, she was shoved to the qoor by two of the s;uad 

members. ?hey immediately pinned her down with their boots, ensuring 

that she wasn’t going anywhere.

M6-no” Sam” jon’t hurt her”L Willow cried out before she, too, was 

grabbed. She wasn’t as aggressively detained though, only being held a 

decent distance away from Samantha. MY-please d-on’t,L she gagged.

MWillow”L Samantha grunted. Hearing her choke wasn’t a good sign. 

MNreathe” —elax”L she yelled out, continuing to struggle Rust to merely 

look at her companion.

Willow seemingly tried her best to heed Samantha’s pleas, attempting 

to steady her breath and calm herself.  Nut it became obvious that her 

lungs were tightening up and that she was starting to wobble. Neginning 

to clearly panic, using her free hand, she began to feel over her pockets 

but . . . she wasn’t “nding her inhaler.

MW-what theC W-WillowA Where’s your inhaler”AL Samantha franti-

cally hollered.

MF-ant . . . f-f-“nd”L Willow wheezed.

MYarker”L Samantha ;uickly shouted, capturing the confused captain’s 

immediate attention. Mjid you con“scate anything from her”AL

MIC Ges. I have everything on mCL



ORPHAN VEIL: THE STRAY312

MBive her the goddamn inhaler”L Samantha shrieked, cutting Yarker 

off. She shoved back against the legs holding her down, doing little but 

causing herself further pain. MYlease”L

Yarker “shed in her belt pouches before grabbing hold of the small 

plastic orange tool. She appeared to hesitate brieqy but physically shook 

it off. MTet her go,L she ordered, to which —oman immediately obliged.

MFome here, sweetheart,L Yarker beckoned in almost a singsong voice, 

waving Willow over while closing the distance between them.

Willow hastily staggered forward and grabbed hold of Yarker’s wrist, 

pulling the inhaler to her mouth. Yarker pushed down on the trigger, and 

Willow sucked in the prescription, clearing her pipes, as per usual.

MDre you alrightAL Yarker asked, gently placing the inhaler in her hands.

MU-uh huh . . .L Willow softly snifqed, avoiding eye contact with the 

captain.

Samantha sighed and eased up, relieved to see Willow okay, but con-

fused as to why Yarker would help now.

Wilson curiously eyed the monitor. While chaotic, the situation was re-

solved promptly by Yarker, as he would come to expect from someone 

jiana thought worthy of promotion. Nut what unnerved him about it 

was how !aximilian watched the monitor. He was watching fervently, 

giving the situation his full and undivided attention. Ds he scratched his 

mustache, Wilson could even see his lips curl into his usual grin. ?hough 

this time, something greatly upset him about it.  Whatever !aximilian 

had been waiting for had reared its head. . . .



CROSSING THE LINE 313

?he administrator carefully lifted the mic from the desk, bringing it to 

his lips as he continued to stare at Yarker on the monitor. MFaptain, Nonnie 

and Narricade are growing too close for comfort. ?hey’ll likely be on top of 

you any minute,L he expressed. MI believe it’s time to . . . cut one of our loose 

ends.L

Wilson’s face scrunched, and he ;uickly glanced back at jiana, who was 

still holding and staring at the magazine she’d been given. However, she 

too glanced up, and returned his gaze with e;ual skepticism. ?ogether, 

they then turned their attention to !aximilian. Zust what was he talking 

aboutA He’d Rust moments ago given jiana the means of which to kill 

Samantha, yet he was about to ask YarkerA

MYardon . . . sirAL Yarker ;uestioned, glancing up toward the hallway cam 

on one of the many displays.

MI want you to kill her, Yarker. 6ow,L !aximilian ordered.

Yarker glanced off toward the pinned reaper. MSamantha, sirAL she asked.

M6o.L

jiana tensed up, almost dropping the magazine as she qinched.

M:ill the farm girl.L

Yarker stood rigid, staring blankly into the wall with her “nger holding 

down the mic trigger. She drew a ;uivering breath as the words of her 

commander began to repeat within her mind, echoing nonstop as she 

recalled exact-y what jiana had told her to do.

Hust keep your head down and fo--ow orders.

She turned to face her team and, noticing they reciprocated her shock, 

her face grew sickeningly pale. Jven they had no idea he’d ask this.
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She looked over to Samantha, who also appeared shocked, but was 

silently staring her down.

MPollow . . . orders . . .L Yarker softly mumbled under her own breath 

as she shifted her attention toward Willow. She wasn’t a threat in the 

slightest. She was the daughter of a farmer and the sister of a stripper. 

In their current predicament, she meant nothing. Why would he . . . Iow 

could he ask her to do something like thatA

Willow stumbled back a few steps as their eyes met. She would have 

bumped into —oman, but he and the rest of the s;uad, aside from those 

holding down Samantha, had backed away. She took short,  worried 

breaths as she stared up at Yarker.

MG-you,L she stammered, tightly clutching her inhaler to her chest. 

MG-you wouldn’t . . . d-do that, rightAL

Yarker gulped, knowing she couldn’t possibly. . . . She’d Rust helped the 

girl' she’d Rust given her the inhaler. How could she possibly turn around 

and do such a thingA

MYlease . . .L

Yarker glanced up, brieqy looking over at Samantha.

Mjon’t,L Samantha begged with a whisper.

Yarker winced and peered down to her hip . . . at her holster. She was 

given an order. She couldn’t disobey it. She knew the conse;uences.

MW-what are you doingAL Willow s;ueaked as Yarker reluctantly placed 

her hand on the grip of her sidearm.

MYarker, stop”L Samantha shouted, pushing against the weight of the 

two fully grown men on her back.

Yarker ;uickly found herself glancing at Samantha again.

MYlease . . .L Samantha desperately exhaled against the pressure. Mjon’t 

do this.L
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Yarker Rumped suddenly as jiana screamed through her receiver, Mjon’t 

you dare draw that “rearm, Faptain”L

MI’ve given you a direct order, YarkerCL !aximilian scowled.

MI don’t give a fuck if it was the president, do not draw”L

Yarker held her breath with uncertainty and slowly pulled her gun.

MYarker”L jiana bellowed.

Willow’s eyes continually darted between the weapon and the woman’s 

face until it was pointed at her. She took another frantic step back and slipped, 

falling to her rear. MY-please don’t hurt me”L she begged with frightened tears 

beginning to well in her eyes.

MStop”L Samantha screamed.

MDnnette, put it down”L jiana’s voice shrieked.

Yarker began to ;uiver, hardly able to keep her gun steady. She had started 

to mentally Rustify what she was about to do. It was them or her, rightA

Sweat began to pour down her face.

Nt was them or her.

MSam”L Willow cried, turning to the reaper and reaching out her hand. 

Mjon’t let her hurt me” Ylease”L

Yarker’s “nger twitched and her eyes began to water. MI’m . . .L She closed 

her eyes and turned her head away, MI’m sorry . . .L

She then reluctantly pulled the trigger.

jiana’s face dropped and her eyes widened as she listened to the anguished 

cries of her daughter. She staggered back toward the door. She was stunned, 

in absolute disbelief. She couldn’t believe Yarker had Rust done something 

so heinous. ?hat shock ;uickly turned to anger, and even ;uicker that anger 
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boiled into rage. She’d watched it happen, watched something near and dear 

to her daughter Rust get taken away in a thoughtless act. . . . 

,o more watching.

She rammed her shoulder against the door, throwing it open as she burst 

into a sprint down the endless halls. She grabbed hold of her mic and ordered, 

if not screamed, for Bolf to stand down. Nut it was far too late.

Wilson could barely hold onto his clipboard as he listened to Samantha’s 

anguished cries bellow through the speakers. He was trembling, whiter than 

a sheet, and more sickened than a leper. He’d witnessed it, exactly what he 

fearedA the true colors of a suffering hungry devil.

MS-sir . . .L His voice cracked as he sank into his chair. ?he clipboard slipped 

from his hands and clattered against the qoor. His hands fell to his sides as he 

slowly turned away from the feed to look at a man he could no longer consider 

human. MHow . . . could youAL

!aximilian merely set the microphone down and plucked his apple from 

the desk. He sank into the of“ce chair, breathing pleasurably along with the 

groan of its leather. His wrinkly face almost twisted, as if wishing to grin 

further than his lips would allow.

He appeared incredibly satis“ed, as though he couldn’t have possibly 

wished for better circumstances. Dll the dominos had been precisely posi-

tioned, and after qicking one, the rest had begun to follow. ?he dread rotting 

the air and sorrowful screams scratching at their ears didn’t seem to bother 

him even slightly. He took another casual bite from his apple, chewing it 

slower and appearing to enRoy it far more than before, as though the innocent 

blood on his hands had made it more supple and sweet.



Chapter Sixteen

Vile Malfeasance

I t didn’t feel real. She didn’t want to believe her eyes. Samantha’s whole 

world had come to an abrupt standstill as the ejected shell clicked against 

the concrete. As she watched Willow fall back, the anguish that suddenly shot 

through her veins was unlike anything she’d ever felt in her life.

Once Willow collided with the Toor, Samantha roughly threw her weight 

around, twisting her core just enough to slip the boots from her back and 

free her pinned tendrils. “hey unfurled almost instantly, swatting the men 

away from her as she pushed herself to her feet. She then ran across the hall, 

partially tripping over herself with every other step she took.

!Willow”q she shrieked, collapsing to her knees beside the farm girl. She 

lifted her hands and was -uaking so ferociously that the metal of the cuffs had 

begun to rattle. She -uickly Elled her palms with handfuls of Willow’s Tannel, 

hoping it would calm her down, or somehow make things better, but the sight 

of blood and the horrid sounds of Willow gasping broke her immediately.

!W?il . . . low . . .q Samantha choked as Willow’s shirt -uickly stained 

red, soaking in an endless Tow of blood. Pven staring at it, and feeling the 

Tannel she clung to dampen, she still couldn’t believe Willow had been shot. 

!W?w?hat did you d?do”Bq she sobbed, painfully leering at 'arker through the 

teary dew building up on her lashes.

'arker’s gun slammed into the Toor. “he captain took several bumbling 

steps back as she stared at Samantha with what could only be interpreted 

as regret and disgust. She softly sputtered, then covered her mouth with her 
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hands as her eyes widened in horror. Hut even if she was sorry, it wouldn’t 

undo what she’d done.

In panic and desperation, Samantha could only think to plant her hands 

on Willowzs chest in an attempt to staunch the Tow. Nowever, the abhorrent 

amount of blood ooDing between her Engers suggested the worst, that it had 

struck Willow’s heart. Hut she wasn’t going to give up.

She couldn’t give up. . . .

Willow gagged, spitting up as her own Tuids began to choke her. She was 

trying to catch even the slimmest of breaths and was visibly struggling to even 

keep her eyes open. With each beat of her shredded heart, her grip grew weak?

er, and as the amount of blood dripping down her chin only thickened, her 

skin grew paler. Ner little eyes -uivered in terror as if -uickly understanding 

that this was how she would die.

Samantha pressed down even harder, as hard as she could, but the Tow 

only seemed to get worse. She could hardly see her hands.

!Nelp me”q she wailed desperately, frantically searching for even one help?

ful hand among the sea of shocked agents, though not one budged. xo one 

was coming to her aid.

Vefeated, her arms began to steadily wobble and she s-ueeDed her eyes 

shut. !W?what do I do”Bq Samantha sobbed, shrieking in frustrated misery as 

she curled her Engers into Willow’s shirt. !I?I do?n’t know wh?at to d?do”q 

she cried, her tears now dribbling down and mi—ing with the pooling blood.

Samantha’s eyes then shot open as a sudden coldness crept over her hands. 

Willow’s shaking, pale Engers, touched her, so weak they were unable to curl. 

She held her breath and -uickly scooped up her hand, cupping both of hers 

around it.

!S . . . S?Sam,q Willow choked, spitting up just to say a single word. She 

swallowed, forcing down just enough blood and sucking in just enough air to 

speak one last time.
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!I . . . love you . . .q

Willow’s Engers grew still and frigid while her eyes slowly turned glassy. 

Ner Enal breath slipped from her lips and the bleeding slowed.

!x?no . . .q Samantha whimpered as she helplessly watched Willow’s limp 

hand slide from her grasp. !'lease,q she begged as her hands trembled in?

consolably. With no options and no help, all she could do was stare down at 

Willow’s lifeless body and realiDe . . . she was gone.

“he glow of her eyes faded, dimmed by the thickness of her ever?increasing 

mental fog. Ner breaths began to -uicken in succession, and while fast, were 

deeply dredging the very depths of her lungs with each inhale. Ner sight 

narrowed on her palms and everything else was lost to the dark corners of her 

vision. She could hardly see the pale tint of her skin, if at all, just the -uickly 

drying and dripping globs of blood staining it.

She raised her hands up out of view, now only seeing darkness in her 

pinhole vision. Ner Engers tightly curled into her hair, hoping the grasp would 

anchor her, calm her, or help her think even slightly. Hut it didn’t.

She couldn’t help but scream, crying and wailing in agony between 

breaths. While sightless, the image of Willow’s dead eyes was burned into 

her mind, and it was the only thing the fog permitted her to see.

“he longer she cried with no hand on her shoulder, the crueler the fog 

became.

“here was no use lying to herself and saying it would be alright. She knew 

the truth, painful as it was. Willow wasn’t going to get back up . . . and the 

person responsible was mere feet away. 

Parker did this. . . .

“he only physical sensation she could feel was the source of the only sound 

she could recogniDe, the steady beat of her heart. With each thump, she felt 

every drop of blood surge through her veins, kissing the tips of her Engers and 

toes before rushing back into her chest.
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She took her away.

“he halogens of hers that she called eyes grew bloodshot as she hadn’t 

cared to blink. “hey Tickered and buDDed with each beat, syncing with 

the sharp breaths she continued to suck through her teeth.

It was all her fault.

She clamped her teeth together so tightly that any normal person’s jaw 

would have fractured. Jiscous globs of saliva pooled and dripped down 

her chin as she drooled, hungering for action and justice.

Parker needed to suffer.

Ner fangs descended, sparking together over her teeth. Ner vision 

steadily returned, and she found herself hunched over, with her palms 

submerged in the pool of blood, spit, and tears she’d been kneeling in. 

“he glow of her eyes had stabiliDed, and she either didn’t notice or didn’t 

care that it wasn’t just the blood that was red. . . . It was everything.

Parker needed to die.

Samantha raised her hands from the puddle and dragged a foot for?

ward, stomping it in the pool. Ner pupils -uivered and shrank as the Enal 

teardrops parting her bloodstained cheeks dried. With a sudden twist 

and a pull, she ripped her arms away from one another. “he cuffs, with 

enough strength to contain an elephant, were blown into fragments and 

metal shavings.

She turned her head to the side, leering over her shoulder with a churn?

ing, vengeance?hungry glare. Ner tendrils stretched out and slithered 

through the air, eerily turning toward the nearest warm body. Ner gullet 

vibrated as she grotes-uely began to growl, craving justice . . . and death.

She rose to her feet and turned to face the group, who she no longer saw 

as human, but as sinful beasts. She sucked in one last breath, then tore her 

maw open as wide as she could. Ner chest thunderously -uaked as she leaned 

forward before releasing a guttural, ape— roar that no bear or lion could hope 
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to reproduce. It shook the men to their bones and the facility to its core. 

It was a roar of pain, anger, loss . . . and dominance.

It was the roar of an Orphan 'rime.

“he duo ran down the Tights as fast as they could without slipping, but 

upon reaching the landing for the containment deck, they both stopped 

dead in their tracks.

“he hair on Harry’s neck stood, forcing her to gulp as a dense, errant 

heatwave of dread suddenly washed over her entire body. She looked to 

Honnie, who only reciprocated her vastly growing concern.

!Something’s incredibly wrong,q Honnie muttered.

While they heard nothing, they certainly felt something. “he vibrations 

of the facility had changed for a moment, and even if only slight, it was 

enough to worry them both.

!She needs us . . . now,q Harry growled, shoving past Honnie and run?

ning up to the door.

!Ney, hold on”q Honnie cried out.

Harry ignored her and rammed her shoulder against the door, easily 

launching it off its hinges as she stumbled into the ne—t hall. !Ah, shitYq 

She winced, almost immediately regretting her impulsive decision upon 

spotting at least two doDen riTes trained on her.

Honnie gasped and immediately threw her hand out, !Harry”q

Harry plugged her ears and closed her eyes as a shrieking hail of gunEre 

beat down on them.
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!Harry”q Honnie called out again, however, she could hardly be heard 

through  her  plugged  ears  and  the  crackle  of  gunEre.  !Barry!”  she 

screamed for a third time.

!What”Bq Harry shouted, pulling her Engers out of her ears and opening 

her eyes . . . only to notice that Honnie must have pulled her back behind 

the doorframe in froDen time. !Oh, there’s a lot more down here than they 

sent up”q

!xo shit”q Honnie shouted, scooting a bit further from the doorway as 

the continuous e—cessive barrage of munitions poured through it.

!“here must be at least twenty of these guys” What are we supposed to 

do”Bq Harry cried out. !I can’t tank that many shots, Hon”q

!I’ll try to draw their attention”q Honnie declared, reaching beneath her 

poncho. !Lust back me up”q As soon as she Enished, she blitDed off, and 

almost immediately the stream of lead was disrupted.

Harry -uickly, albeit cautiously, leaned out of the doorway. She spot?

ted Honnie, who was already about halfway down the hall.  She’d cut 

through si— agents in what appeared to be a single, time?froDen strike, 

but by the time they had folded, she was already continuing forward. 

She rapidly appeared and disappeared, cutting, slashing, and gouging her 

way through their ranks as though thinning them entirely at random.

Harry smirked and swept in, ready to clean up the leftovers just like 

earlier. She wasted no time scooping up the steel door she’d thrown to 

the ground, launching it immediately into an unsuspecting agent. As the 

door slammed into him, the others nearby turned their attention to her, 

but by then she was already on top of them.

She socked the nearest one right across the face, snapping their nose on 

contact. As they reeled back, another took aim and Ered their shotgun right 

at Harry. xot having time to raise her arms, she was thrown back slightly as a 
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large amount of the shrapnel tore through her clothing and collided with her 

chest.

She hissed in pain as the scrap was shoved from her skin -uickly. Harry then 

grinned mockingly as the man took a step back and racked the shotgun for 

another shot. Hut before he got the chance to pull the trigger, she grabbed the 

barrel and slammed the stock back against his face. She then ripped it from 

his hands before kicking him back against the wall.

Harry Ermly planted her feet and held the weapon like a bat, before turning 

and cracking the Erst one she’d punched over the head with it so hard the gun 

-uite literally e—ploded, sending the parts clattering across the Toor.

Honnie Tickered in just behind Harry, and the pair pressed their backs 

together. !xo more than ten now,q she panted as the remaining agents re?

grouped and started to surround them. She was breathing heavily, fading to 

and from the border of time with every breath.

!Hon, don’t overdo it,q Harry said, glancing over her shoulder as she raised 

her Ests. !Mou’re draining yourself.q

Honnie swallowed and raised her knife, readying herself for one last push. 

!It’s far too late for that.q

!R?light her up”q 'arker shrieked. !Shoot her, now”q

“he s-uad, riddled with fear, didn’t even hesitate to follow her order. “heir 

riTes tore up the air, thumping and crackling as they dumped their mags 

toward the Orphan. ;any of the shots missed, mostly due to their hasty 

aim, and most of the ones that did hit her sparked off her tendrils. “he small 

amount that did bore into her Tesh didn’t even seem to stun her in the slight?

est. She wasn’t even Tinching.
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Samantha ground her shredders together and snarled as their weapons 

clicked dry of munitions. Hefore they could even gasp in realiDation, she 

bounded forward, bolting across the hall at them like a jaguar.

She passed Coman, but her tendrils did not. “hree of the blades cracked 

vertically in opposite directions, shredding his riTe into scrap. “he fourth, 

however, tore into his calf, hooking onto the muscles and sinew as it ripped 

him from his feet. Ne bellowed in pain as his head slammed back against the 

concrete, disorienting him enough to drop his empty weapon.

She dragged him across the ground as he groggily yet desperately begged 

to be released. She then granted that wish, twisting her shoulders and, in a 

whipping motion, completely splattering him upside the nearest wall. In an 

instant, his upper body was gone, leaving only the jelly and puss of organs, 

Tesh, and blood.

'arker e—haled in disbelief, staring right into Samantha’s eyes. “here was 

no mercy to be found behind them.

!;itch”q one of the women cried, watching with the s-uad in horror as 

what remained of their teammate dripped and s-uelched down the wall.

Samantha’s tendril plucked itself from the calf, letting the now torso?less 

legs and waist fall to the Toor. “he other tendrils then wiped the soiled one 

clean, scraping and peeling the Tesh off it with their blades.

'arker backed up against the blast door, too terriEed to realiDe that she 

no longer had a weapon. All she could think of was that she had to get out 

of there. She turned and frantically messed with the terminal, but it was 

unresponsive, as though it had been intentionally disabled. She started to 

pound on the door and scream, begging for help, entirely unaware that this 

wasn’t the only massacre occurring.

“aking advantage of the team’s shocked stupor, Samantha stepped for?

ward and snatched one of the other men by the throat. Ne immediately began 

to gag and spit, as her grip was vicelike, with her Engers digging into his 
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skin and practically wrapping around his esophagus. Ner lowest two 

tendrils pushed against the ground, lifting her up to match his height just 

as he’d tossed away his riTe and drawn his sidearm. Ne -uickly blasted 

her with all  eight rounds, Ering into her chest,  gut, and anywhere he 

could until it began to click empty.

'arker couldn’t even End the strength to berate the remainder of her 

teamU she was scared just as shitless as they were. xot even point?blank 

shots made Samantha wince”

All she could do was helplessly watch as Samantha’s upper right ten?

dril  swiftly slithered under her arm and swiped upward against the 

man’s face. Ne released a pained cry as both of his jaws and nose were 

cleaved right down the middleU she’d practically given him mandibles. 

Ne screamed as Samantha released his throat. “hen with both her hands, 

she grabbed at either side of his split jaw. She forced them apart, much 

to his screeching dismay, before her upper left tendril thrust beneath her 

other arm and crammed its blade through the opening, into his head, and 

out the back of his skull. Ne slumped in silence, dangling from the tendril 

like some sort of horriEc ornament.

With his brain matter shredded into paste, the only purpose he now 

served was to shower the Toor in blood.

She twisted the tendril and jerked it back, ripping it down through his 

body, splitting bones and carving Tesh as it traveled. She lowered herself 

back down, and the rest of her tendrils immediately curled around his 

limbs. “hey each pulled in opposing directions, ripping the man’s entire 

body in half with ease.

“he remainder of the s-uad Enally managed to push through their fear 

and reload as his gored halves sloshed down against the ground. “hey 

opened Ere, sending shots into her torso that actually managed to cause 

her to brieTy stagger.
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She growled and -uickly hooked her tendrils back into the man’s seg?

mented halves, then whipped them at the last two agents, which disrupt?

ed their Ere long enough for her to close in.

She practically ignored the male, only swiping at him once across the 

gut with a single blade, which seemed to be enough to immobiliDe him. 

She gave her full attention to the woman, slashing her freshly emptied 

gun to bits and grabbing her suddenly by the shoulder and face.

She screamed for 'arker’s help, trying to pull away from the Orphan, 

but Samantha’s tendrils had ensnared her, pulling her in like an octopus. 

Samantha forced the woman’s head back, e—posing her neck, then 

gaped her maw wide open. She sank her steel fangs into the woman’s 

jugular, twisted her neck, and ripped her throat out.

Samantha released her and shoved the woman away to choke and bleed 

out on the Toor. She spat the torn pipes from her mouth then turned to 

look at the man she’d simply slashed. Ne was on his knees, a whimpering, 

blubbering mess with his guts lying in his lap.

She wiped her chin and granted him the kindness of death, cleanly 

severing his head from his shoulders with another sole swipe.

!;?;itch . . . ;?;argaret . . . L?Lohn . . .q 'arker gulped, watching as 

the last man’s head rolled across the Toor right to her feet. !A?Ale—ander 

. . .q She took frantic breaths and -uickly glanced up at Samantha, who 

was slowly approaching her. She’d torn through her s-uad like they were 

nothing, just nameless obstacles and annoyances between her and her 

true target.

!x?no . . .q 'arker stammered, instinctively reaching for her gun only to 

palm an empty holster. Vefenseless, her lungs grew tight, and Samantha 

steadily continued to close the distance between them.

!'lease,q 'arker spat, s-ueeDing her hand tightly into a Est over her empty 

holster. Samantha’s pupils had shrunk to mere pinpoints in a sea of burning 
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red rage and anguish. Vrool continued to drip hungrily down her chin, mi—ing 

with ;argaret’s blood. . . . 'arker could only imagine what she hungered for.

!'?please, I’m sorry”q she cried, pressing her back entirely against the door.

There’s no way out!  'arker gulped, releasing an e—asperated breath as 

Samantha’s heavy footsteps grew closer. In a last?ditch effort, she jerked her 

arm back and bounded forward, throwing everything she had into a punch 

that struck Samantha’s cheek.

Samantha stopped, having turned her neck slightly from the strike. Ner 

eyes darted down to the Est connecting with her cheek, then slowly moved 

along 'arker’s arm right back into her face.

'arker stiffened, relenting for a moment to merely sputter in helplessness. 

Samantha wasn’t even faDed. Hefore she could even think to swing again or 

run, Samantha suddenly kicked her right in the chest, throwing her back 

against the door. She heaved and gagged, gasping as the air was forcibly eject?

ed from her lungs. She knew she had to do something, even if she couldn’t 

breathe. She couldn’t Eght this, so her only chance was to run.

She -uickly scampered along the wall past Samantha, but she didn’t even 

make it a foot before the Orphan slashed her ankles. She fell face?Erst into the 

concrete, crying out from the splitting pain of her torn right Achilles and her 

smashed nose.

'arker frantically pushed her hands against the Toor and kicked with her 

one good leg, desperately attempting to crawl away, but all she did was Tail. 

In her torment, horriEed tears began to Tow rapidly over her cheeks, mi—ing 

with the blood from her busted nose as it dripped down to her chin. !Gom?

mander” Administrator” Somebody, please”q she s-uealed, begging someone, 

anyone for help.

Samantha leaned down over her, pressing her knee against 'arker’s back 

and grabbing a Estful of her hair. She then slammed her face back into the 

Toor, further disEguring and smashing 'arker’s nose into a bloodied mess.
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!Somebody”q 'arker spat,  gagging on the gushing torrent of nasal 

blood. She continued to s-uirm, feeling the tips of Samantha’s blades run 

up and down her back. !W?hat ar? y? doing”Bq she asked, only for all four 

blades to sink into her Tesh. !'?please” '?plea?ase”q she shrieked as the 

blades began to turn, splitting and tearing through her Tesh. “hey dug 

deeper, curving and hooking around her spine.

!xo” x?no” xo no no, please” 'RPASP”q she screeched, begging as she 

scraped her nails against the concrete so harshly they’d begun splitting. 

Hut her pleas were for nothing, as in an instant, Samantha’s blades pulled 

toward one another, Elleting 'arker’s spine and severing it into multiple 

chunks. In that moment . . . everything went dark.

Harry and Honnie steadily stepped through the carnage. “heir clothes 

had been torn, and not only stained with, but mostly soaked in, blood. 

;uch of it on Harry drained into the grooves on her arms and dripped 

down from her knuckles. While with Honnie, even though her poncho was 

waterproof, it struggled to dribble free of gore.

Sick of the rusty scent assailing her nostrils, Honnie tore the poncho off 

over her head and whipped it to her side as hard as she could, Ticking the 

e—cess Tuid onto the walls. She then -uickly slid it back on and shook her 

hair out as they reached the blast door at the end of the hall.

!Hehind hereBq Harry said, glancing off at the blonde.

!;aybe,q Honnie replied, raising her hand and poking at the security panel. 

<nsurprisingly, it proved entirely unresponsive. She then twitched, listening 

carefully, as she could’ve sworn she’d heard a voice from the other side. <n?
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able to make it out, she leaned in and proceeded to place her ear against the 

thick metal door.

!What is itBq Harry asked.

Honnie grunted and suddenly shoved herself back from the door. !Gries for 

help” Harry, knock it down, now”q she ordered.

!Are you sureBq

!Nit it as hard as you can” “hey’re back there”q Honnie shouted.

Harry nodded and took a step back. She twisted her neck, popping it as she 

hunched over. She then burst into a full sprint before slamming into the door 

with her shoulder. She only dented it and frustratedly took a few more steps 

back. !Vammit”q

!Nit it harder”q Honnie yelled.

!I can’t”q Harry barked back. !I’m basically out of charge”q

Honnie growled and drew her gun, Ering every last round she had into 

Harry’s shoulder.

!Lesus”q Harry winced, having Tinched from the unannounced shots. Hut it 

didn’t take long for the energy of those bullets to start traveling through her 

body. After realiDing she wasn’t hit anywhere aside from her arm, she dusted 

off her shoulder. !Mou could have warned me,q she huffed, taking several more 

steps back.

!Harry”q Honnie screamed, pointing at the door.

!I’m doing it”q Harry snapped back before bolting forward again and ram?

ming the door a second time. Pach screw and bolt was stripped, if not entirely 

destroyed, and the door itself bent in half like a folded piece of paper. It Tew 

to the ground, revealing Samantha not far down the hall knelt over 'arker’s 

body.

!Noly shitYq Harry muttered, looking over the corpses and body parts 

literally covering the Toor and walls.

!S?Sam”q Honnie cried. !Are you okay”Bq
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“he black?haired reaper leered over her shoulder at the pair and aggres?

sively snarled.

!S . . . SamBq Honnie gulped. Harry then nudged her, causing her to notice 

that among the bodies littering the space was . . . Willow.

Honnie uneasily e—haled, shifting her gaDe back to her friend. She could not 

only see the hurt and anger but also feel the rage seeping from her skin. She 

raised her hand, reaching out for her, but before she could even say a word, 

Samantha appeared to take the gesture as a threat.

Samantha ripped her blades from 'arker’s corpse and turned to face them 

before scuttling back, putting some distance between them.

!She doesn’t recogniDe usBq Harry in-uired.

!Sam, it’s us”q Honnie yelled, taking a half step forward, which Samantha 

didn’t take kindly.

“he reaper snapped her jaws at them and then ground her teeth togeth?

er. She let loose a low growl that Enely bordered on a whimper. She then 

gaped her maw, releasing another roar, which resembled much more of a 

gut?wrenching cry of agony than the Erst.

Honnie could only assume that someone on =olf S-uad had a hand in 

Willow’s death, as they’d been wiped out entirely. Cegardless of who it 

was, Samantha had clearly gotten her revenge, but the fresh tears breaking 

through the cast of dried blood on her cheeks suggested it helped very little.

“hat became the least of their concerns when a sudden gunshot rang out 

down the hall. Samantha gagged, abruptly knocked out of her frenDy as a 

bullet slammed through her backside and blew out her collarbone.



Chapter Seventeen

A Mother’s Rage

H er eyes snapped blue, and she collapsed to her hands and knees. It 

was as though every ounce of energy had been sapped from her 

body instantly. Samantha wheezed and coughed. She didn’t understand 

what was going on, only that her tendrils were now entirely unrespon-

sive, slamming Baccidly against the ground like limp noodles.

She glanced up as xarry cried her name, only to watch as she and xon-

nie were uneTpectedly zapped from behind with high-powered tasers. 

Uheir eyes, too, returned to their natural state after a half second of rapid 

Bashing, as though the high voltage had acted as a reset button. Wnable to 

move, let alone Eght back, their arms were pulled back and bolt-cuffed, 

and then they were shoved to the ground.

;hat remained of “psilon had pinned them down! they must have 

been spared from the rampage. “agle seemed almost too eager to stomp 

xarry into the Boor, while xriars appeared to kneel against xonnie’s back 

as gently as possible. Uhe other three stood back with their weapons 

drawn.

?x-xriars”Lq xonnie gasped, sucking in a breath once she stopped con-

vulsing from the volts. ?—et us go”q

?I . .  .q xriars sDueaked and sheepishly pulled her eyes further down 

xonnie’s back. ?I can’t . . . I’m sorry . . .q

?;hat would “mma think about you continuing to help them”Lq xonnie 

yelled, leering over her shoulder with a single irritated violet eye.
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Uhe brunette began to shiver from the disappointed gaze she refused 

to meet.

Samantha pushed against the Boor with all her might, struggling to 

raise even her head. She was eTperiencing something she couldn’t be-

lieveGnausea, for the Erst time in years. .  .  .  Her tendrils lethargically 

scraped against the concrete as she managed to stand, but almost imme-

diately her legs gave out beneath her and she crumpled back to the Boor. 

She slowly peered back to see where the shot had come from, and more 

importantly, who had sent it. She held her breath, as towering over her 

was the last person she wanted to see . . . Niana jray.

Uhe commander clung to her Erearm and kept it eTtended out in front 

of herself.  Her skin glistened as sweat slowly dripped down her face. 

;hile she had effectively put an end to Samantha’s rampage, she looked 

almost . . . upset, and once Samantha met her eyes, Niana immediately 

began to tremble to the point where her gun rattled.

Samantha uneasily gulped. Cow that Niana wasn’t avoiding her gaze, 

she could see into her eyes clearly. Uhe commander she knew who had 

nearly put her in the ground was cold and stern and would have Mumped 

at the chance to do it  again.  xut the eyes she looked into now were 

practically that of another woman . . . one who was either Duestioning 

or regretting each of her choices as she made them.

?“Tcellent work,  Aommander jray,q FaTimilian chuckled,  slowly 

clapping his wrinkled hands together as he approached her from behind. 

Rnother sDuad of men and women with the designation of Uau followed 

behind him, presumably the last full unit standing. ?I must admit you 

three had me worried there for a moment,q he confessed.

?Ouck you, FaT,q xarry spat with her face pressed against the concrete, 

glaring up at him with a single open eye.
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?I mean it, dear,q FaTimilian assured them. ?Yeally, you should both be 

proud of yourselves. R combined body count of almost Efty”q He hummed 

cheerfully as if the piles of corpses scattering his facility were little more than 

replaceable fodder. ?Rfter all this time, all it took was a little push to make the 

paciEst go madLq

?Uhere’s nothing to be proud of,q xonnie grunted in response to his carefree 

disregard for her ideals, but the shame was hers to bear, as she was the one 

who had abandoned them.

?Cow now, there’s no need to pout.q FaTimilian grinned. ?—uckily the two 

of you are still worth something,q he eTpressed before shifting his attention 

to Samantha. ?I can’t say the same about you.q

?—eave her alone”q xarry snapped, spitting as she yelled.

“agle lifted his foot and stomped it back down against her. ?Shut it,q the 

man ordered.

FaTimilian amusedly scoffed and shrugged. ?I believe we’re done here, 

Niana,q he denoted, turning to the side and placing his hands behind his back. 

?If you would be so kind as to wrap things up.q

Samantha uneasily swallowed, sure that even amid her apparently con-

Bicted state, Niana would reciprocate his order without Duestion. xut it didn’t 

happen, and the rattling of gunmetal only grew louder.

xarely able to keep the gun steady, Niana deEantly whimpered, ?I can’t . . . 

I won’t.q

R shocked puff blew from Samantha’s lips. Outright refusal?

FaTimilian sighed and stepped back up beside her. ?Ph, Niana . . .q He 

planted his hand on her shoulder, which she slightly shriveled from. ?'ou 

were all too eager to end her life before, and now knowing the truth makes 

you hesitate. 'ou must see why I kept it from you.q He leaned in, hovering his 

mouth mere inches from her ear. ?Rs you said yourself, she’s a monster. jood 

men and women are dead because of her. Her innocence is gone.q
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?UruthLq  Samantha  hoarsely  choked,  wincing  as  her  body  began  to 

painfully push back against the substance that had shut her down. Her cells 

were almost rebooting, twisting and sDuirming as if trying to fend off the per-

sisting rot. She was struggling to stay upright, but the possibility of an answer 

to Aommander jray’s strange behavior was far more pertinent. ?;hat . . . 

truthLq she panted.

?Rh . . .q FaTimilian lightly hummed then proceeded to chuckle softly to 

himself. ?I’d almost forgotten that you don’t know yet.q

?;-whatLq Samantha wheezed. ?Non’t know what”Lq she hissed.

?I suppose it’s only fair to tell you, even if it won’t matter in a minute,q 

FaTimilian droned, condescendingly peering at his wristwatch. ?Uhis lovely 

specimen,q he began, gesturing toward Niana. ?Uhe woman you feel nothing 

but disdain and hatred for, who almost ended your life the last timeGq He 

stopped, his grin beginning to stretch back across his face as he looked at 

Niana. He must have wanted her to break whatever news he was vaguely 

dancing around.

?I’mGq Niana started, only to choke on her words as she fought back a 

sob. Rs she continued to stare into Samantha’s eyes, hers began to mist, and 

her heart and body grew weary. ?I’m your . . . '-you’re my . . .q R single tear 

dribbled down her face as she placed her free hand over her stomach, as 

though too guilty to even utter the word.

Samantha’s pupils slowly dilated as she followed Niana’s hand. She re-

leased a stunned, sputtery breath and slowly raised her gaze to meet Niana’s. 

Her lips curled and started to Duiver as she came to the realization that Niana 

was really her . . .

?F . . . momLq



A MOTHER’S RAGE 335

Niana sharply gasped, staggering back and nearly dropping the gun as 

though she’d been punched. Her arm sank slowly as she stared in disbelief at 

the wounded little girl lying on the Boor. Her wounded little girl. Did . . . Did 

she just . . .

?It’s time, Aommander,q FaTimilian interMected, stepping down the hall 

with his back turned and stufEng his hands in the pockets of his lab coat. ?Set 

your daughter free.q

?Co.q Niana gulped and rigidly shook her head, denying him almost imme-

diately. If anyone was going to hurt Samantha, it wouldn’t be her, not again.

?Pull the trigger, Diana,q FaTimilian frustratedly hissed, curling his Engers 

into his palms within the seclusion of his pockets. ?Uhat’s an order,q he sternly 

commanded while turning back around.

Niana BeTed her Engers on her gun, readMusting her grip before tightening 

it. He’s right. She slowly began to raise the weapon back up, her eyebrows 

narrowing as cold determination Elled her body. It’s an order . . . Orom her 

heart to her mind, she knew what she had to do. She had freed herself from 

any doubt or hesitance and closed her eyes before inhaling solemnly through 

her nostrils. She had a duty . . .

R duty to her daughter.

;ithout so much as a warning, she Duickly pivoted and blasted FaTimil-

ian straight through his chest, the same way Karker had shot ;illow at his 

command.

Uhe hall was then Elled with the sudden stunned gasps of the remaining 

O.U.O. agents. xut they didn’t even seem to think to raise their weapons at her, 

as if in disbelief that she’d actually Must shot their boss.

xonnie and xarry were both gob-smacked, lying with their mouths open 

and their breaths held. Uhey were confused and surprised, Must like everyone 

else, but no one was more shocked than Samantha, who sat wide-eyed and 

speechless.
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FaTimilian’s perpetually smug eTpression had been ripped from his 

face. He stumbled back and gagged, clutching his chest as blood spurt 

out to the Boor between his Engers. He coughed as his airways began to 

Bood almost instantly. He then raised his head, but before he could look 

at Niana, she Ered a second shot into his throat.

She watched with some pleasure as he fell back, choking as his blood 

violently sprayed out onto the Boor. He was certainly in pain, and that 

was how she wanted him to die. Oor good measure, she continued to Ere, 

shooting even after he stopped moving. She didn’t stop until she’d eT-

pelled every last cartridge and the slide stop had activated. Pnce Enished, 

she released a calm breath and dropped the weapon.

Rs the gun slammed down amid the scattered casings, she reached 

up to her shoulder, grabbing at the Ooundation insignia on her uniform 

before tearing it off. She then carelessly tossed it toward his body, her life 

working for a monster over.

Uhe sudden sDueak of ever-increasing whimpers from behind her 

knocked Niana from her daze. She looked up, eyeing the shocked faces 

of Uau, before turning around to face “psilon, xonnie, xarry, and her 

teary-eyed little Samantha.

?F . . .q Samantha mewled, her face glittering and glossy from the end-

less Bow of tears dribbling down her cheeks. ?F-mommyLq she choked 

out.

?H-hah . . .q Niana let loose a faint whimper as she stared into the eyes 

of her baby girl. ?x-baby . . .q She gulped, taking a half step forward and 

nodding. ?It’s . . . It’s mommy,q she sDueaked, her girl Enally right there 

in front of her. ?It’s . . . It’s me.q

Samantha hiccupped as she released a gut-wrenching sob, ?F-mom”q 

She leaned up as if wanting to run across to her, but instead, she slumped 

forward against the Boor. She appeared too weak to even crawl.
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Niana practically had to shove herself forward as she ran over. She fell 

right to her knees before Samantha and scooped her up with the intention 

of never letting go again. She then hugged her as tightly as she possibly 

could, pulling her into her chest and Eghting back against her own tears.

Samantha, on the other hand, could do little to hold back the landslide 

of bottled-up sorrow and long-overdue tears. She shrieked against Ni-

ana’s chest, crying and sobbing as loud as she could.

Niana’s eyes Duivered as she listened to her daughter cry! it seemed 

she shared the sentiment of wanting the reunion more than anything. Rs 

she stared down into her daughter’s messy hair, she felt a strong urge to 

comb it, to wrap Samantha in a blanket, read her a bedtime story, tuck 

her in to sleep. . . . Rll the things sheJd dreamed of that had once seemed 

impossible.

She sucked in a sharp breath through her teeth, and her own mournful 

streams ran like rivers down her face. She could only hear Samantha’s 

wailing as that of a crying baby, the baby, her baby. Uhe one she’d handed 

away who was Enally back in her arms.

Niana rested her head against Samantha’s scalp as she listened to her 

screams and cries. Uhe woman faltered heavily, crying as she choked out 

murmured apologies. She whispered them one by one into Samantha’s 

ear, and with each, her grip tightened to the point that she’d essentially 

permanently fastened herself around the girl.

?I’m so sorry, sweetie . . .q she wept. ?I’m so goddamn sorry.q

=elly sprinted into the surveillance deck the second the doors opened. She 

was frantically searching for FaTimilian’s lost pet, although he wasn’t par-



ORPHAN VEIL: THE STRAY338

ticularly hard to End. He was standing still Must before the monitors, silently 

staring at FaTimilian’s unmoving, bloody corpse.

?Yobert”q she called out.

;ilson gasped as he was snapped from his trance. ?N-Noctor =ellyLq

?'ou saw that, rightLq =elly shakily Duestioned.

?Aommander jray’s actionsLq the small man mumbled, watching as Niana 

and Samantha embraced, though his eyes were Duickly drawn back to FaTi-

milian’s body. ?I did.q He eThaled, almost relieved.

?jood,q =elly muttered while speedily ETing her ponytail. She then pushed 

her rectangular glasses back up her nose and stepped over to ;ilson before 

forcefully grabbing hold of his wrist. ?Uhen we can do it.q

?No . . . whatLq ;ilson grunted against the pull of the taller woman.

?He’s gone,q =elly denoted. ?Cow no one can stop us from letting them 

out.q

Co one dared speak as Samantha continued to sob into Niana’s chest. Rfter 

some time, her loud cries became Duiet and descended into sniveling whim-

pers.

Cot once did Niana let up her grip, at least with one arm. ;ith the other, 

she couldn’t help but run her Engers through her baby girl’s hair, stroking it 

over and over as they both gradually calmed down.

?Aommander,q “agle angrily snarled, breaking the silence while applying 

further pressure to xarry’s back, ?you leave me no choice.q

?Hey, watch it, dick hole,q xarry growled.

?“agleLq xriars mumbled, glancing over as he drew his sidearm. ?;hat are 

you doingLq
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?Aommander jray, you’re under arrest,q “agle declared, raising his 

gun and pointing it at the pair in the center of the hall.

?“agle” ;hat’s wrong with you”Lq xriars cried out, leaning up and off 

xonnie.

?She just killed our boss, moron,q he growled. ?>ust because you’re 

stupid doesn’t mean I am.q

Niana furrowed her brows and defensively pulled Samantha off to 

her side. ;hile Samantha was nigh indestructible, she’d been through 

enough pain for one day.

?Pur boss, the psychopathL Uhe child torturer”Lq xriars shouted, fully 

releasing her grip on xonnie. ?I’m not going to let you waste a new start” 

“mma wouldn’tGq

?Uch,q “agle scoffed, ?please.q

He then winced slightly as the cold steel of xriars’s weapon pressed 

against his temple.

?Kut your gun down, now,q xriars stated in a surprising breath of 

newfound conEdence, ?or I’ll make you.q

?Rs if you could.q “agle softly snickered, glancing off to the side at the 

barrel. ?'ou’re not my captain,q he deEantly barked. ?'ou’re a whiny little 

suck-up that fell apart the moment our real one turned tail and ran. 'ou’re 

nothing but unDualiEed for your Mob.q

?I feel pretty DualiEed,q xriars conEdently muttered, pulling down the 

hammer of her pistol with her thumb. ?I wasn’t asking, —ieutenant. Oor 

once, we’re going to do the right thing.q

Uhe agents of Uau appeared indecisive, glancing among one another 

until they hesitantly raised their weapons . . . and aimed them at xriars.

?Uau disagrees,q “agle scoffed. ?;ithout “mma, you stand alone.q
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?Co, she doesn’t,q Niana interMected, further shielding Samantha with her 

body. ?;e stand with her, but if you continue to stand with a now-dead 

psychopath . . . you’re Must as sick as he was.q

?I don’t give a shit about him, this place, or anything in between”q “agle 

snapped. ?I care that we swore our loyalty, and you’re throwing that away. I 

thought a veteran would know better.q

?Noing the right thing is more important than blindly following orders,q 

Niana retorted. ?I would eTpect someone younger to be more rebellious, to 

ask Duestions, and not be complacent.q

?'ou thought wrong,q “agle said. ?I know that a good soldier does what 

they’re told.q

Niana curled her Engers into Samantha’s torn and bloodied clothes. She’d 

already made that mistake once. ?I’m a mother Erst,q she snarled, ?and a 

soldier no longer.q

?“rynLq =elly frantically called as she ran into the control room. In desperate 

search of her wife, she was prepared to shove other staff members out of 

her way, but they were saved from her wrath once she spotted “ryn sitting 

across the room with Fordecai. ;hile relieved, it didn’t put even a slight 

dampener on her haste as she bolted right up to the desk. ?Uhank AhristGq 

she wheezed. ?Fichael, “ryn, I need the both of you toGq

?=ell”q “ryn cried out, springing from her chair right up into =elly’s face. 

?;e hadn’t heard from you since the alarms went off, I’ve been calling your 

phone for like twenty minutes”q she whined, grabbing her by the cheeks and 

looking her over, presumably for any inMuries. ?Rre you hurt”L ;hy didn’t you 

come here with the rest of usLq
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?“ryn, sweetie, I’m bne,q =elly declared, shrugging off her wife’s hands as 

she began to step off toward the central terminal. ?xut time is of the essence 

right now”q

?HuhLq “ryn whimpered as =elly immediately wandered off. ?;hat’s go-

ing onLq

?I have a better Duestion,q Fordecai grumbled, rising from his seat and 

turning toward the doorway. ?;hat the hell is he doing hereLq he growled, 

glaring across the room at ;ilson. Wpon noticing his presence, the rest of the 

room appeared eDually as uncomfortable. xut at the same time, there was a 

slight curiosity. Wsually, he was attached to FaTimilian at the hip.

?FaTimilian’s dead,q =elly plainly stated, Eddling with some of the switch-

es and displays.

Uhe entire room was Elled with Duiet murmurs of shock and confusion.

?;hat”Lq “ryn blurted out.

?'ou can’t be serious,q Fordecai grunted in disbelief. ?How”Lq

?=ell, that’d be like . . . the xest Ahristmas present ever, but don’t Mack me 

like that.q

?She’s not lying,q ;ilson said sheepishly as he moved closer. Uhe other 

members of staff moved out of his way as he approached, seemingly avoiding 

him like the plague. ?He locked down the surveillance grid to prevent the rest 

of you from seeing what was going on.q He looked up at =elly as if silently 

asking her to step aside. She immediately picked up his signal, and once 

she stepped away, he leaned right over the main terminal. He then began to 

input several commands, which were presumably only known to him and 

FaTimilian.

?Samantha came back voluntarily to help the farm girl that the O.U.O. had 

captured on FaTimilian’s order. Pnce the other two R;P— Prphans arrived, 

he ordered the girl’s death, and . . .q ;ilson swallowed uncomfortably as the 

display lit up, showing the previously restricted security feeds. He enlarged 
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Must one, though, bringing into focus the blast door camera for the hall on the 

siTth Boor where the massacre had occurred. ?He got what he deserved,q he 

murmured, knitting his brows.

?Ph my god . . .q Fordecai whispered, stepping up to the desk. ?Nid Sam 

kill himLq he asked, eyeing the vast carnage on display.

?Co . . . not him,q ;ilson retorted before raising his hand up and pointing 

at the commander in the center of the room. ?Niana did.q

Fordecai and “ryn looked at one another, completely perpleTed.

?;hy the hell would sheGq Fordecai began before ;ilson interMected 

almost immediately.

?He poked her in the ribs one too many times and she lashed out,q he 

eTplained. ?Oinding out he’d taken her daughter and ordered the death of a 

teenager pushed her over the edge.q

?;ait . . .q Fordecai sDuinted. ?NaughterL ;hat daughterLq he inDuired 

before realizing that she was clinging to . . . ?Holy shitGSamantha”Lq

?Uhat makes way too much sense,q “ryn Duietly said.

?'eah, and if we don’t do something, they’re as good as dead,q =elly de-

clared, ?Uau won’t back off, xonnie and xarry are pinned, and Sam is heavily 

wounded. Uhey need help, now.q

Fordecai nodded, turning to =elly. ?;hat can we doLq

?Uhe only right thing to do,q =elly said and reached into the right pocket of 

her lab coat. She pulled out a keyring and Duickly Bipped through it before 

coming to a silver key with the Ooundation’s logo on it. She pulled it off and 

Mammed it into one of four keyholes on the console. ?;e need four senior 

researchers to cause a complete system-wide release, and there’s four of us 

here.q She then cranked the key clockwise. ?—et’s do it.q

?;e’re letting them all out”Lq “ryn cried almost eTcitedly, but her giddiness 

seemed almost immediately tempered as she leered back at ;ilson. ?;ait, 

but why is he going along with thisLq
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?xecause . . .q ;ilson muttered, reaching for his keyring. ?I ignored every 

sign. I listened to every word he spoke as though they were the intelligent 

deductions of a fellow researcher, someone I could call a colleague.q He then 

pulled out his silver key. ?I won’t be a part of this lie any longer.q

Fordecai Ermly grabbed ;ilson by the shoulder, nabbing the boy’s im-

mediate attention. He must have been seeking some sign of validation for the 

words ;ilson spoke.

;ilson sDuinted back as they locked gazes, and it was apparent that he 

wasn’t Must telling the truth, but he’d entirely made up his mind.

?Rlright,q Fordecai softly whispered, releasing him then reaching into his 

back pocket. ?—et’s do this.q

Uogether, the two men stuck their keys into the console and turned them. 

Rll three of them then looked to “ryn, the Enal one they needed.

?jah . . .q “ryn grumbled, her eyes darting between them all. ?How can I 

believe a sob story like that”L 'ou’ve been his number two for years”q

?Sweetheart,q =elly scowled, staring at her wife. ?If you don’t trust him, 

trust me, please.q She knew her wife always handled guilt-tripping rather 

poorly.

“ryn immediately avoided =elly’s gaze, not even meeting it for a second. 

?Oine”q She pouted, beginning to dig through her pockets. ?xut I swear to god, 

Yobert, if you screw us . . .q She pulled out the key and crammed it in beside 

the rest. ?I’ll castrate you.q

?xelieve me . . .q ;ilson snickered halfheartedly as “ryn twisted her key. R 

small plastic casing covering a brightly marked release lever slowly lifted up. 

?I’ve already got enough to regret.q
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Niana grunted, pulling Samantha deeper into her side as the sudden shriek of 

the breach alarm roared overhead. It didn’t do her any favors for her already 

heightened anTiety, but at the very least, it meant they’d have help at any 

moment. She Must hoped that she wouldn’t be among the casualties, as she 

Enally had something to live for again.

?HuhLq “agle curiously hummed as he glanced up to the emergency lamps 

that had burst across the halls along with the alarm.

xriars partly relented, lifting the barrel from “agle’s head. ?Uhe breach 

alarm . . .q She gulped.

Niana winced upon realizing she could see her own breath. ;ith each 

eThale, it became more prominent, and before long, she began to feel the urge 

to shiver.

xarry pushed back against “agle’s foot, glancing over to xonnie with a 

toothy smirk as their visible breaths miTed. ?Ph, she’s gotta be pissed,q she 

snickered.

?HuhLq xonnie cocked a brow until she seemed to understand e actly what 

xarry was talking about. ?“vaGq she softly gasped.

Niana shivered as gently crackling lines of icy frost slowly crept past her 

along the Boor. She looked up, noticing that the walls and ceilings were slowly 

being covered in the amassing ice, as well. She then heard a crunch from some 

distance behind her that sounded like that of ice being stepped on, and the 

hairs on her neck suddenly stood erect.

>ust as she turned her head, the three men furthest down the hall were 

suddenly thrown by a crackling mass of ice, which rapidly hardened and 

encased them against the wall. In only seconds, the men were completely 

immobilized.

Uhe ice crawling across the Boor thickened beneath her bare feet Must ahead 

of each step she took, crunching the moment her foot made contact with the 

Boor. She looked not much younger than xarry or xonnie, but her appearance 
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was far odder. Her hair appeared almost glacial, Magged, and glistening with 

the byproduct of her rapidly sinking body temperature. Uhe air crystallized 

with each breath she took, practically causing it to snow indoors. ;hile the 

snowBakes melted immediately on contact with everyone else’s skin, it only 

spread the frost further on hers.

?;ere these goons giving you trouble, xarryLq she snidely commented, 

smirking as she glanced at the men struggling beneath her glacial sheet.

?;ell, not anymore,q xarry chuckled, giving the other Prphan a grin. 

?How’s it feel to be out of the hotboTLq

?xetter,q “va eThaled, ?being uncomfortable nonstop and unable to cool 

off for months at a time really puts me . . . Must a xit on edge,q she hissed as 

she shot a sharp glance at the remaining agents Must ahead of her. Uhey were 

either shivering from the cold, fear, or both. ?If I were you, I wouldn’t irritate 

me any further,q she threatened, snifEng as frost crept across her nose, which 

caused some snowBakes to Butter down from her hair.

Uhe Enal members of Uau glanced among one another, then toward “va. 

Uhey tightened their grip on their riBes and went to raise them until she spoke 

up again.

?'ou don’t want to do that,q she advised with a frigid breath, raising her 

hand in response to their aggression.

Having called their bluff, all three of them threw their weapons to the 

ground almost immediately. Uheir hands shot up in the air, and before long, 

the last three “psilon agents followed.

?;hat the hell are you idiots doing”Lq “agle growled out.

?'ou want us to do what eTactly”Lq one of the female agents snapped.

?'ou Must saw her incapacitate half our team”q one of the men added.

?'ou’re all cowards,q “agle snarled.

?It’s over, Humpty Nickface, now get off me”q xarry barked from beneath 

his foot. She twisted a bit to try and Merk free but failed to yield any results.
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?Shut up”q “agle yelled, pressing down harder.

?'ou should do as she says,q “va suggested before slamming her palms 

together. Rs she pulled them apart, the crunch of rapidly forming ice crackled 

between them. It persisted until she scrunched her Engers, forcing the ice to 

snap into small yet sharp shards almost resembling glass that began to Boat 

around her Engertips. ?Wnless you’re interested in being a human pincush-

ion.q

?Uch,q “agle scoffed. ?'ou’ll have to kill me to get me off this nuisance.q

?Uhat can be arranged,q “va replied.

?>ust stop. Uhey’re right . . .q Samantha Duietly said. She dragged her face 

up from Niana’s chest, weakly turning to peer at him with one tired, dimly 

glowing cerulean eye. ?'ou know there’s more of us coming,q she croaked.

?'ou don’t need to do anything dumb,q xriars said softly, slightly lowering 

her weapon and eTtending her other hand. ?>ust give me the gun, and this 

nightmare ends . . .q

“agle rapidly glanced between each pair of eyes that watched him. Rfter a 

few moments, he swallowed and sighed with a gentle nod before beginning 

to hand the gun to xriars.

xriars followed along, ready to take it, but Duickly found that she’d been 

deceived as he raised it and shot her right in the shoulder. She cried out, 

dropping her gun immediately and falling back against the wall.

?—ieutenant, don’t”q the captain of Uau cried out.

xut by then, he’d already managed to take a potshot at Niana. xefore the 

casing even hit the ground, xriars had struck him across the face in an adren-

aline-fueled rage.

Niana ducked down and held onto Samantha as tightly as she could the 

moment the gunshot went off. She held still for a few moments, listening to 

the struggle across the hall, too afraid to open her eyes out of fear that either 

she or Samantha had been struck.



A MOTHER’S RAGE 347

Rs the seconds droned by, it didn’t take her long to realize she hadn’t been 

hit, and upon opening her eyes, she immediately realized Samantha hadn’t 

been shot either. Samantha’s tendrils were protectively stretched around 

them both like a cage, and the bullet must have sparked against one of them, 

as a small spot on the cable was slightly smoking from the impact. If Saman-

tha hadn’t blocked the shot, it would have gone into Niana’s ribs.

Niana gasped with concern as Samantha slumped into her and her tendrils 

weightlessly dropped to the Boor. xut she Duickly realized the girl was Must 

eThausted. However, with the use of her tendrils returning, it seemed as 

though the toTins had thankfully been purged from her system.

Niana then Duickly glanced over to the doorway, assuming the threat still 

wasn’t over . . . only to realize “agle had been pinned to the wall . . . by xonnie. 

Uhe blonde’s knife was deep in his chest, and despite the violence of the act, 

her eyes were still their soft natural violet.

—ieutenant Naniel “agle then choked, spitting up a small amount of blood 

that dripped down on xonnie’s face, causing her to frown. He slowly looked 

around the room before coming to Niana as his energy began to visibly fade. 

He gritted his teeth, as if prepared to spit out a Enal set of insults, but he was 

denied it as xonnie stepped back and ripped the blade from his chest. He then 

crumpled, collapsing to the Boor to bleed out in silence.

“va immediately faltered, her ice shards dropping to the Boor along with 

her knees. ;hile she must’ve been feeling better, it would certainly take time 

for her to get up to full strength.

Co longer pinned, xarry struggled to her knees and glanced over her shoul-

der at xriars. ?Hey, brown hair,q she beckoned, wiggling her Engers. ?Still got 

that key on youLq

Niana sighed in relief and glanced down, hoping to see the eyes of her little 

girl, but instead only seeing the top of her head as Samantha had hidden back 

away in her chest.
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?Is . . . Is it overLq Samantha whimpered, mufBed by her shirt.

Niana snifBed gently and nodded to herself. She buried her face in her 

child’s hair and placed a hand on the back of her head. ?'es, Sam . . .q 

she mumbled, hugging her daughter with the strength only a mother could 

muster. ?It’s over.q



Chapter Eighteen

Decommissioned

T he silence of the sterile halls only made Emma more manic, as they 

reminded her of the Foundation more than she’d like.

She’d heard nothing on the news, her radio was dead, and her phone 

was silent. She hadn’t heard a peep from anyone, and the day was wind-

ing to a close. Continuing to pace up and down the quiet hospital wing, 

she eagerly awaited something . . . anything.

On the bright side, she’d been cleaned up, free of dirt and Roxanne’s 

blood. Thanks to the hospital’s lost and found, she was able to jnd a pair 

of Weans and a hoodie to wear. “hile they weren’t the most stylish and 

were slightly musty, it was better than a torn-up, bloody uniform.

M?a’am”H

Emma Wumped and spun around, reaching for the pistol she’d stashed 

in the front pocket of her newfound hoodie. vowezer, it didn’t take her 

long to realiYe it was Wust a nurse calling for her. MIes”H she grumbled.

M—’m sorry, miss. — didn’t mean to startle you,H the nurse calmly apolo-

giYed.

M—t’s alright . . .H Emma sighed, pulling her hand up and rubbing her 

tired, baggy eyes.

M— assume you know the patient well”H

M“ell enough. . . . “hy”H Emma inquired.

MThere are some people at the front desk asking for both of you. — 

jgured —’d ask if it’s alright to send them up jrst,H the nurse explained.
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MIeah, no probDH Emma’s face abruptly scrunched up. MBid they gize 

any names”H

M— haze one . . .H the nurse conjrmed, looking down at her clipboard. 

MJonnie Saturn”H

Emma’s shoulders slumped in relief. MIeah,H she nodded, rubbing her 

baggy eyes, Msend them up.H

Once the nurse left her sight, she practically fell back into a bench. She 

leaned forward and held her head in her hands. She then closed her eyes, 

tricking herself that she was only resting for a moment, when in fact she 

fell right asleep.

She was at peace for sezeral minutes, only to Werk awake from a sudden 

but gentle squeeYe on her shoulder. Mvuh”H she grunted, sitting up and 

wiping drool from her lip.

Mvey, sleepyhead.H Jonnie smiled, sitting right beside her on the bench.

M— wasn’t sleeping . . . — was Wust resting my eyes.H Emma yawned.

MSure you were.H Jonnie lightly giggled. MIou dejnitely look a little 

worse for wear.H

M?e”H Emma hummed and cocked a brow. MIou’re the one with blood 

all ozer you, kid. . . . “hat happened”H

Jonnie’s smile dropped. M“e uh . . . “e certainly did it.H She sighed, her 

hand slipping from Emma’s shoulder. M“e won.H

MIou did” vow” “here’s ezeryone elseDH

MThey’re on their  way up,H Jonnie assured her.  MGust take it  easy, 

please.H

M—s ezeryone okay”H Emma quietly pressed. ver eyes wandered toward 

the approaching group. Seeing Samantha and Jarry, she felt somewhat 

reliezed, but the moment she spotted Biana, she sprung to her feet. M!et 

backAH she shrieked, throwing Jonnie behind her and ripping the gun 

from her hoodie. M“hat the hell are you doing hereA”H
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ME-EmmaA”H Biana grunted, defensizely raising her hands and stop-

ping in her tracks.

MStopAH Samantha cried, quickly stepping between them. MShe’s with 

usA —t’s okayAH she assured, spreading her arms and tendrils out in defense 

of the commander.

M“hat”H Emma faltered, partially lowering the weapon. MThat doesn’t 

make any senseAH she frustratedly growled, wobbling slightly from ex-

haustion. Mvow could she be on our side” 'nd why are you protecting 

herA”H

Jonnie  slowly  reached  around  and  grabbed  the  slide  of  Emma’s 

weapon. MBiana’s her mother, Emma,H she softly whispered.

Mvuh”H Emma muttered, glancing to her side at the blonde and then 

back at the others. The similarities were certainly there . .  .  but to her, 

it seemed too conzenient. Mvow do we know that’s true”H she snarled, 

knitting her brows together. MIou’ze been following ?aximilian’s orders 

without fail since this shit startedAH

MJecause — Wust killed him,H Biana declared and reached forward, plac-

ing her hand on Samantha’s shoulder. She then lightly squeeYed as if 

urging her to relax.

M“haDH Emma stammered in shock. MI-you did”H she softly sputtered.

MShe did,H Jarry conjrmed, stepping out from behind Biana with her 

hands in her pockets. MOf course, Jon and — handled almost ezeryone 

else,H she lightly snickered, pointing at her chest with her thumb. Jut she 

almost immediately appeared to wince in embarrassment as Samantha 

turned and gaze her a disappointed shake of the head.

MThat’s . . .H Emma looked down while slowly tucking the pistol away in 

her hoodie. MThat’s amaYingAH she cried, her eyes lighting up. M“e should 

tell Roxanne, she’ll be thrilled toDH She then stopped short, noticing the 

tear stains across Samantha’s bloodstained cheeks. She looked around, per-
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forming a quick mental headcount, and gulped when she only counted four. 

M“here’s “illow”H

She could practically taste the air as it turned sour. Ezeryone appeared un-

comfortable at the mere mention of her name, with Jarry crossing her arms, 

Biana azerting her eyes, and Jonnie letting loose a solemn sigh. Samantha, 

howezer, looked to be the only one who had stonewalled, as if ignoring the 

question entirely.

M—s she in there”H Samantha quietly asked, raising her hand and pointing at 

the door behind Emma.

MRoxanne”H  Emma uneasily  swallowed,  glancing ozer  her  shoulder. 

MIeah.H

Samantha sucked a breath through her nose, still able to smell the rusty 

stench of “illowVs blood. SheVd since washed her hands, but her shirt was 

still a mess. M—’ll tell her,H she said, stepping past Emma and up to the door.

MSweetheart,H Biana grunted, partly reaching after her.

Samantha stopped, hozering her hand ozer the door handle.

MIou don’t haze to do this by yourself . . .H

Samantha lowered her head slightly and released a shaky exhale. MIeah . . . — 

do,H she croaked. MJut,H she forced a smile and peered back ozer her shoulder. 

MTh-thanks . . . ?om.H

Biana stood with her lips parted, as though still not used to hearing that 

word. Truth be told, Samantha wasn’t used to saying it, and at the moment, 

didn’t think she ezer would be.

Samantha grabbed and twisted the door handle then slowly pushed it 

open.
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ver heart burned from guilt as she spotted Roxanne propped up in the bed. 

She was wearing an oxygen mask and had an —: stuck in her arm pumping 

Nuid into her from a strung-up bag at the side of her bed. The pulse monitor 

beside it beat chillingly slow, as though she was barely ezen there, but the 

half-eaten tray of food suggested otherwise.

Samantha Wumped as the door clicked shut behind her, only to freeYe up as 

she heard Roxanne weakly call out, MSam”H

Samantha turned her head, spotting the woman staring at her with a tired 

yet reliezed smile on her lips. MRoxanne . . . vey,H she choked, putting on a fake 

smile to match.

M—’m glad to see you’re still kicking,H Roxanne softly whispered. ver hands 

were laid loosely ozer her heazily bandaged gut. The wraps still seemed fresh, 

as though she’d only recently come from surgery.

M— . . .H Samantha’s zoice trembled. She lowered her head Wust enough 

to hide her eyes beneath her messy hair, as seeing Roxanne like this only 

further twisted the knot of shame that clogged her guilt-riddled heart. ver 

tendrils subconsciously hugged her torso as she tried to soothe herself Wust 

long enough to make it through the explanation. MI-you . . . shouldn’t be,H she 

whimpered.

M“hy”H Roxanne queried. M“hat’s wrong” —s ezerything okay”H

M“e . . . “e won.H Samantha sniffed as her jngers grew Wittery. MJut . . . Jut 

—-— wasn’t able toD — couldn’tDH She whined as her lips began to quizer.

M“hat”H Roxanne frowned, wincing as she attempted to sit up. 'fter a few 

seconds of struggling, the worry of breaking her stitches likely took prece-

dence, and she gaze in. Sinking back down against the sheets, all she could do 

was wearily hold her hand ozer the edge toward Samantha. MSam . . . please, 

you can tell me if something’s wrong . . .H

MShe . . .H Samantha choked, snizeling as she began to do the only thing she 

could nowL cry. ver tears dribbled onto her bloodstained shirt, gizen to her 
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by “illow. She ezen began to tremble in her shoes, also gizen to her by the 

girl she’d grown to loze. MShe didn’t make it,H she wept, gasping through her 

heartbroken sputters.

Roxanne’s hand slowly fell limp. ver eyes barely widened, and her skin 

grew pale. M“illow’s,H her lips began to quizer, Mgone”H

Samantha mewled, answering Roxanne with her sobs. She tried her best to 

stiNe herself by cupping her mouth, but it did little to stop her from relizing 

the same moment she had been for the last sezeral hours. She had no clue 

how she was supposed to tell Roxanne what happened without crumbling.

She couldn’t imagine the hurt and pain Roxanne was starting to feel. The 

last thing she wanted to do was look Roxanne in the eyes, knowing that the 

only reason “illow was gone was because she’d met her. . . .

M—’m sorryAH she screamed, curling her jngers into her locks. M—-it’s my 

faultAH she wailed. M—t’s a-all m-my faultA — knew — should’ze leftAH she lament-

ed, placing the blame entirely on her shoulders. M—-if she n-nezer found me 

she’d s-still be here.H

Roxanne sighed and pushed her nails into her palms. M—f you two had nezer 

met, yes . . . she’d be here.H She gulped, staring at Samantha with aching eyes. 

MJut — don’t think she would haze had it any other way.H

Samantha continued to sputter and snizel, barely keeping it together as she 

peeked up out from under her hair. M“-what”H

MEzer since our mom left, sure, —’ze prozided but . . . “illow always tried 

to be the one with a smile on her face,H Roxanne muttered. MShe looked for 

the good in ezerything, no matter how bad things got. Ezery time of the many 

that — was at my lowest, she’d build me back up.H She barely smiled, her lips 

shuddering as her eyes began to water.

MS-she was so much stronger than — was. . . . Po one else her age had 

that kind of maturity, but she was so much kinder than the world would 

accept. Other kids, ezen adults, would’ze run at the jrst sight of you, made 
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it someone else’s problem. Ezeryone would only haze seen a monster, but,H 

she sputtered, blinking away some tears.

Roxanne took a solemn breath and continued, MJut my baby sister didn’t 

see anything but someone who needed her help, and someone who stole her 

heart. Ezen if — had told her no, she Wust would’ze tried harder to help you. She 

nezer considered the unintended consequences of her actions. . . . ver own 

well-being came second to trying to make the world a better place.H Roxanne 

sniffed as her tears jnally began to dribble down her face. M'nd Sam . . .H She 

smiled through her pain and stretched her hand back out to Samantha. MEzen 

though she’s always been this way, —’ze never seen her smile like — did when 

she was with you.H

Samantha Wumped as Roxanne suddenly grabbed her hand. Enzeloped with 

grief, she hesitantly made eye contact, expecting to see malice or contempt, 

but she was only met with a smile as genuine as the one she’d fallen in loze 

with.

M—t’s not your fault,H Roxanne softly uttered, gently squeeYing her hand.

Samantha choked and her knees buckled, sending her down to Roxanne’s 

bedside. She leaned ozer the edge, tightened her grip, and burrowed her face 

into the woman’s side. —t didn’t take much longer for her to begin bawling. 

“hile she didn’t feel worthy of Roxanne’s pity, she was in no state to refute 

it.

Mvey, Boc, thanks again,H Emma stated, reaching out and jrmly shaking the 

man’s hand.

MThink nothing of it,H the doctor hummed before placing his hand against 

the back of Roxanne’s wheelchair. M—f anything, you deserze most of the 
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thanks. This little lady is lucky you got her here when you did. Otherwise, she 

may haze lost more than her legs.H

Roxanne nodded and sighed, leaning back into the chair. Would death really 

have been so bad? she wondered, frowning as the grim reality of her situation 

had jnally fully sunk in. 't least if she were dead, she’d be reunited with her 

sister. Gust as the darkest of thoughts began to claw at her mind, Samantha 

placed a hand on her shoulder from behind and leaned ozer, gizing Roxanne 

a weary smile.

Roxanne smiled back, albeit barely. ?aybe with shoulders to lean on, it 

wouldn’t be too bad.

M— hate to bring it up, but you people said you had an . . . alternatize means 

of payment”H The doctor cocked a brow.

MCorrect. . . . The paperwork is done,H Biana replied, hunched ozer the 

counter of the front lobby. She slid the papers across the surface toward the 

doctor, then glanced ozer to Roxanne. MThe Orphanage Foundation will cozer 

any and all of your medical expenses from this point forward, Roxanne.H

Roxanne’s eyes widened and she abruptly turned to face Biana, as there 

was no possible way she’d heard that correctly. ME-excuse me”H she sputtered.

M“ow,H Jonnie blinked, sounding genuinely impressed. Mvow’d you man-

age that”H

MIou can thank Eleanor. “ith ?aximilian dead, she’s calling the shots 

now,H Biana stated before pulling her sleeze back and peering down at her 

watch. M— was Wust on the phone with her. —n fact, she should be here any 

minute.H

MShe’s coming here”H Samantha tilted her head, M“hy”H

MShe didn’t say, only that it was important,H Biana answered, crossing her 

arms.

M“ell . . .H Jonnie hummed, scratching at her chin. M“e certainly need some 

direction after . . . all that.H
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MKike . . . what”H Roxanne curiously asked.

M“ell for starters, we need to jgure out what the hell we’re going to do 

with an entire facility jlled with augmented teenagers and children,H Jonnie 

stated. M' decent amount of us should haze an easy time re-inserting into 

society, but some of us,H she gestured to Samantha’s waist-coiled tendrils, 

causing the girl to stir uncomfortably, Mmay haze a harder time than others.H

M9eople don’t like change, so there’s no telling how the public will react,H 

Biana noted, eyeing the passing hospital staff as she spoke. M“e need some-

where to keep the more abnormal and younger ones safe.H

Mvey, guys.H Jarry suddenly called out from the front entrance, causing the 

entire group to turn, only to spot a familiar-looking black vumzee waiting for 

them outside.

MKook’s like our ride’s here,H Emma commented.

MKet’s get this ozer with,H Roxanne yawned and exhaustedly rubbed her 

eyes. vopefully whatezer the woman wanted wouldn’t take long.

Samantha couldn’t fathom why Eleanor Uelly had brought them to a nearby 

cafe despite the fact that only a few of them looked ezen remotely presentable. 

The torn clothes and bloodstains alone certainly garnered plenty of unwant-

ed looks from other guests, but wisely, none dared approach them.

Though, her concern for being stared at was almost nonexistent, as she’d 

almost entirely disconnected herself from the situation. Keaning up against 

her mother’s side, sitting on the edge of the corner booth’s seat, she stared 

blankly out the windows and into the cloudy, dreary sky. Bespite how inher-

ently uninteresting it was, peering at the dark sky was more appealing to her 

than relizing any of her day.
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9art of her, though, was stuck wondering if it was smart to let Biana in, 

especially so suddenly, especially after ezerything. Jut she needed somebody 

. . . anybody’s arms to hide in, and who better than her mother’s”

'cross from her was Uelly, who had been meticulously jshing through her 

bag for some time. Further in the booth, Emma was wobbling back and forth, 

almost looking like she was about to fall ozer from exhaustion, and right in 

the middle of all of them were Jonnie and Jarry.

MGesus ChristAH the waitress yelped, almost Wumping out of her apron as she 

came to the table of damaged women. She was looking them ozer, rapidly 

glancing between them all before coming to Uelly, who looked like the only 

one of them who’d gotten any sleep in the last year. M're you lot alrightA”H

M“e’re jne,H Roxanne quietly interWected, sitting in her wheelchair next to 

the booth.

The waitress nerzously glanced about them again, repeatedly eyeing Bi-

ana’s uniform. Jut she seemed to decide against asking any questions and 

simply cleared her throat before reaching into her apron. M'-anything . . . — 

can get for you dears”H

M“ater,H Roxanne wheeYed, leaning back against her chair.

MCoffee, black,H Biana sternly declared.

MOh, uh . . .H Uelly leaned up, pulling her hands from her bag. MTea is jne 

for me, thanks.H She softly smiled, pushing her glasses back up her nose.

M“hatezer you’ze got that’s highest in protein,H Jarry began, tossing the 

menu across the tabletop toward the woman, Mdouble it,” she wearily request-

ed, sinking against the booth. MOh, and also a soda, but Wust bring me a whole 

pitcher full.H

Jonnie stared at Jarry in apparent disgust, but the growl of her own starz-

ing stomach seemed to conzince her it wasn’t the worst thing in the world. 

M—’ll take the same,H she mumbled, as if somewhat ashamed of her choice.

MPothing for me, thanks,H Emma yawned.
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MSam, would you like anything”H Biana asked, glancing down at the girl 

quietly snuggled beneath her arm. Samantha was almost entirely unre-

sponsize and only softly mewled while leaning deeper into her mother.

M“ater and a Jelgian wafNe, please,H Biana said, glancing at the waitress 

with a tired smile.

The waitress jnished hastily scribbling on her pad, then tucked her pen 

away behind her ear. M—’ll tell the kitchen to moze their asses on this one. 

Iou gals look like you need it,H she expressed before swiftly stepping off 

toward the bar.

Once she was gone, Samantha nuYYled deeper into BianaVs side and 

whispered thanks for the food ordered in her name.

Uelly heazily sighed and remozed her red plastic glasses. She folded them 

and set them on the table then laid her hands on top of one another and 

leaned forward. MFirst of all . . . —’d like to sincerely apologiYe, to all of you.H

MFor . . . what”H Jonnie inquired and cocked a brow.

MPot being able to help sooner,H Uelly said.

MEleanor, you couldn’t haze possibly done anything else,H Biana af-

jrmed.

MIeah, letting out the others was the best thing you could haze done,H 

Jarry chuckled. M“ithout that . . . “ell . . .H

M—-— know . . . but — can’t ezen begin to understand how you must all be 

feeling,H Uelly frowned, eyeing Samantha and Roxanne in particular.

MJusiest week of my life,H Roxanne mumbled.

M—’m sorry that youDH Uelly bit her lip. MThat your sister . . .H

MBon’t be,H Roxanne stated, glancing up with a cold glare to meet Uelly’s 

discomforted gaYe. MIou didn’t take her from me.H

Uelly nodded and cleared her throat before reaching back into her bag. 

MIou’re all probably wondering why —’m in charge nowDH

MIeah . . . “ouldn’t “ilson be next in line”H Emma questioned.
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Mve wants nothing to do with the Foundation from this point on,H Uelly 

explained, riNing through her bag.

MCan’t blame him,H Jarry scoffed.

MAnd as the new acting administrator,H Uelly cleared her throat, M—’ze 

made a critical decision — wanted you all to be present for.H

MThat being”H Biana asked.

M'ny and all actizities within the Foundation in any way related to child 

endangerment and or ethical ziolations are being shut down immediately,H 

Uelly dictated. M“hatezer ?aximilian and his circle sought to gain out of 

this . .  .  twisted organiYation, if anything at all, is in no way worth the 

damage it’s caused.H

MKook who grew a pair,H Jarry snickered.

MBo you haze the power to do that”H Jonnie inquired, nerzously leering 

at the doctor.

M— will, with a little lezerage,H Uelly declared as she pulled out a manila 

folder and gently laid it on the table. MSo, — wasted no time pulling this 

together.H

M“hat is it”H Jonnie asked.

M—n short, documents — intend on publicly leaking today,H Uelly explained 

as she opened the folder. M—f — were to Wust continue to keep this under wraps, 

?aximilian’s interests wouldn’t haze it. The Foundation is directly backed 

by world gozernments and has been since its conception in the eighties.

MCopies of anything and ezerything damning — could jnd in the Site 

; archizes are in this folder,H Uelly stated, beginning to thumb through 

the documents. M'bduction cozer-ups, gozernment funding, body counts, 

murders, the PB's we were forced to sign, the hidden clauses of our federal 

contracts . . .H She grew quieter as she spotted the waitress making her way 

back ozer before outright silencing herself as the drinks were set on the 

table.
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The waitress herself seemed to be able to physically feel the tension from 

the table and almost immediately Ned upon setting down the round of glasses 

and mugs.

MJut what will leaking it do”H Jarry cluelessly questioned.

M9ublic awareness is a powerful weapon,H Emma replied.

M'nd that folder will piss off ezery single parent in the states that gizes a 

damn about their kids,H Biana added.

M9recisely,H Uelly thrummed before tucking the folder into her bag. M's far 

as the @nited States gozernment is concerned, you’re no longer citiYens. Ezery 

single Orphan is quietly declared dead shortly after being abducted. —f they 

caught wind about this before anything reached the public, they’d wipe us 

out and no one would be any the wiser.

MSo, it’s simple. “e make the public aware and we keep our lizes as well 

as gozernment funding, though instead of continuing the Foundation’s work 

. . . it will be put toward the well-being of ezeryone who’s been affected by 

it,H Uelly explained, before slowly turning her attention to Roxanne. M“hich 

. . . brings me to this,H she said, sliding a paper across the tabletop toward 

Roxanne.

Roxanne glanced down at the sheet. M“hat is this”H

M' legal document,H Uelly expressed, setting a pen down beside it before 

nerzously beginning to jddle with her wedding ring. M—t’s regarding some-

thing — need to ask you, Roxanne . . .H

M'sk away,H Roxanne said.

M—’d . . .H Uelly cleared her throat. M—’d like to purchase your farm, immedi-

ately.H

Roxanne slowly blinked, raising her head up and cocking a brow. M“hy”H 

she softly asked.

MThe Orphans are all in dire need of a home. . . . Right now they’re being 

gizen clothes and some proper food, and in the meantime, their cells are 
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being turned into temporary dorms,H Uelly reported, then glanced down at 

her hands. MThough it can’t stay that way. Site ; is not a home, and it nezer 

will be. Jut we can’t Wust let them go out on their own either. ' great number 

of them are too young, and they’re all far too different to be widely accepted, 

let alone safe. 'nd it’s not like they know anything other than concrete walls.H

Uelly nerzously began to tap at the table, expecting a no. MThey’re mostly 

Wust kids. They don’t Wust need a homeA they need somewhere they want to 

stay.H

Roxanne dragged the document closer to herself, squinting as she began to 

skim through it. 'll the while Uelly appeared to grow increasingly nerzous.

M— know the last thing you want is anything to do with the facility, or us, 

butDH

M—’ll do it,H Roxanne softly declared, quickly pinching the pen between her 

jngers and raising it to the dotted line.

Samantha grunted and sat up, jnally tuning into the conzersation at hand. 

MRoxanne,H she mumbled, Myou don’t haze to . . .H

M— do,H Roxanne retorted, leaning back up. M“illow would haze in a heart-

beat, and besides . . .H She smiled halfheartedly as she glanced down at her 

chair. M— don’t think —’ll be able to return to dancing . . .H

M'fter what’s happened, — promise you’ll nezer work another day in your 

life,H Uelly afjrmed.

Roxanne’s smile slightly widened as she began to sign the paper. MThe 

money is appreciated. Jut helping those kids come back to some form of 

normalcy is something my sister would’ze done, and that’s almost worth it 

to me alone.H

MThank you, Roxanne.H Uelly beamed. MThe kids will be ecstatic to hear 

this.H

Mvere it is, gals,H the waitress called out, bounding ozer with a tray of 

plates. MEat up, for me,H she said, placing the plates down before them.
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MOh thank god,H Jarry exasperated, staring down at two entire baskets 

of chicken and fries. Jefore Jarry could ezen take a bite, howezer, Jonnie 

practically doze right in.

Samantha was rather surprised at Jonnie’s willingness to start shozeling 

down greasy Wunk food, but then again, after the day they’d had . . .

Suddenly, Samantha’s nostrils perked up as a sweet, buttery scent ozertook 

her senses. She glanced at the plate in front of her, staring at the strange 

dizot-jlled food dripping with powdered sugar and butter. MThat’s . . . a 

wafNe”H

M“ould you like some syrup, darlin’”H the woman asked, holding up a small 

handheld syrup dispenser.

MS . . . syrup”H Samantha squinted before looking up and back at her mom. 

M“hat’s that”H

M—t’s . . . like a sweet sauce. —f you care for sweets, it’ll make it taste ezen 

better,H Biana explained.

Samantha quickly turned back to her wafNe and gulped. ' little more sugar 

couldn’t hurt. MI-yes please,H she meekly replied.

The waitress smiled and poured a decently unhealthy amount of syrup all 

ozer the wafNe, jlling its craters and smothering it in further sugary good-

ness. M— guarantee you’ll like it. EnWoy,H she promised before setting down the 

dispenser and walking away.

ver excitement was abruptly stunted as she realiYed while looking at the 

plate that she still didn’t know how to use the silzerware. “ithout “illow 

here to feed her, she was . . . lost.

Biana must haze taken the hint, hazing lifted her arm up off Samantha to 

reach for the silzerware herself. Samantha watched as her newfound mother 

sliced up the wafNe into bite-siYed chunks, then pierced one of them, only to 

hold it out in front of her mouth. M!o ahead,H the woman beamed, smiling 

down at her.
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Stunned at Biana’s awareness, her cheeks reddened a tad in Woy. She 

azerted her gaYe and leaned in to take a bite. The second the sugar hit her 

tastebuds, her eyes Nashed. She was absolutely mesmeriYed by the taste.

MThis all . . . does beg the question though,H Jonnie hummed as beside 

her Jarry too began razenously tearing at her chicken tenders. M“here 

will  we all  stay in the meantime”H she asked, wiping her lips with a 

napkin.

M's long as we’re together, it doesn’t matter, right”H Samantha said 

softly with a mouthful of wafNe.

The group nodded.

MThe three of you can stay with me,H Biana spoke up, fetching another 

wafNe chunk for Samantha. M?y apartment isn’t enormous or anything, 

but it’s enough to accommodate you all.H

MI’know, if you’d made that offer literally twelze hours ago, — would 

haze thought you were nuts,H Jarry snickered after gulping down some 

chicken.

MRegardless,H Jonnie started, gizing Jarry the stink eye, Mwe greatly 

appreciate it, ?iss !ray.H

MBiana’s Wust jne,H Biana interWected, raising her free hand.

M'lright then. “ork will begin this week. —’ll  pull whatezer strings — 

can to get the proWect completed as fast as possible,H Uelly assured them 

before appearing to remember something, turning, and reaching back 

into her bag. MOh, and one other thing . . .H

The doctor pulled out a small, folded Nannel with a distinctly familiar 

black and red pattern. She swallowed nerzously before laying it on the 

table in front of Roxanne. M— had this recozered for you.H

MThat’s . . .H Samantha thrummed, almost choking on her mouthful of 

food. The last time she’d seen that particular piece of clothing wasn’t long 

ago, but it’d been soaking in blood.
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M“illow’s Nannel . . .H Roxanne muttered as she almost immediately 

scooped it up in her hands. MShe was wearing this when she died, wasn’t she”H 

she asked, running her jngers along the fabric.

MI . . . yeah . . .H Samantha nodded with a trembly exhale.

M— had it washed for you,H Uelly replied. M'gain, —’m sorry for your loss, 

Roxanne.H

Samantha stared longingly at it with misty eyes, wishing more than any-

thing that “illow could wear it again. vowezer, she, unfortunately, knew 

she’d nezer get the chance to see that garment wrapped around her smiling 

farm girl ezer again. For a moment, she thought she’d nezer ezen get to touch 

it again until Roxanne slowly held it out in front of her.

MR-Roxanne”H Samantha said, raising her head curiously.

MTake it,H the woman softly whispered.

M— . . . — c-can’t take this from you . . .H Samantha stammered, shaking her 

head with guilt. She’d already deprized Roxanne of her sister, she couldn’t 

possibly deprize her of her belongings, too.

M—f anything, she would haze wanted you to haze it,H Roxanne lamented 

before holding it out ezen further. M9lease, Sam.H

Samantha peered down at the Nannel and hesitantly raised her tiny trem-

bling jngers to grab it. The second she touched it, her tears began to roll again. 

—ts texture, its scent . . . She slumped back down against her mother as she 

tightly curled her jngers into it, hugging it to her chest. MThank you,H she 

whimpered.

Uelly somberly smiled, then began to gather her things. M— should get going. 

—’ze got documents to leak, and phone calls to make,H she explained before 

sliding her bag up ozer her shoulder. She scooted out of the booth and rose 

to her feet, but before stepping away, she said, M— promise —’ll gize you all 

something to smile about.H





Chapter Nineteen

Silence in the 
Willows

S amantha sighed into her forearms, watching through the back wind-

shield as an endless stream of barren trees pulled away behind them. 

The last of the leaves had fallen, leaving the entire landscape dim and col-

orless. The skies unfortunately rexected the same fate, with a thick sheet of 

swirling, dark, dreary clouds stretching as far as she could see.

The longer they drove down this dreadfully une’citing road, the deeper she 

sank into the seat and the more she frowned. She knew it wouldnzt be much 

longer until they reached the farm, which only worsened her ever-capsiHing 

mood. Per stomach groaned not out of hunger but out of unease. She wasnzt 

sure how shezd feel seeing the farm again. ?art of her didnzt even want to And 

out.

She almost felt ashamed of her hesitance to go back. She should be happy 

. . . rightN Rfter two months, the farm was Anally completed, and in those 

two months, shezd had the time with her mother that, for much of her life, 

she couldzve only ever dreamt of. Oot only that, but shezd even heard that 

Bo’annezs health was doing better and that the remaining jrphans had been 

transferred there.

“ut to her, none of that mattered. . . . She knew the farm would Kust be a 

place of remembrance for her, short-lived memories that would only contin-

ue to sting and bite more than they already had been.
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q”inda hard to believe the whole thing got done so Duick, yzknowNW 

“arry voiced, leaning up against one of the doors in the second row.

q”elly did say shezd do everything she could to get it completed Duick-

ly,W “onnie recalled from beside her, glancing up from her phone. q“e-

sides, an e’ecutive order granting us enormous Anancial aid after the . . . 

massive public backlash probably helped.W

qShe made a smart move,W Iiana praised from the front, steering them 

through the winding roads. q—e would have been fucked otherwise.W

qPa,W “arry scoffed, crossing her arms and smugly grinning. qU couldzve 

taken them.W

qUEW “onnie sDuinted, qwhoN The entire Cnited States militaryNW

q!asily,W “arry proudly declared.

qRs if,W “onnie rolled her eyes, qU highly doubt therezs even a group of 

jrphans capable of wiping out an army, let alone one.W

qU hate Oovember .  .  .W Samantha Duietly interKected from the back, 

pouting as she did.

qPuhNW “arry hummed, glancing over the seat. q—hyNW

qUtzs dark .  .  .  Utzs cold .  .  .W Samanthazs tendrils only curled tighter 

beneath her xannel. q!verythingzs gray,W she whined, glancing back at 

the group. She looked much healthier than she had before, although dark 

bags still dominated the space beneath her eyes.

qMome now, itzs not all bad,W “onnie optimistically thrummed. qThat 

Kust means the Arst snowfall is comingGW

“arry snickered a bit and turned back to the blonde. qUzve never seen 

you get e’cited about something so simple. Uzd e’pect that if U handed you 

a book about peach farming or something.W

q“ooks are intriguing, Kust not nearly as special to me,W “onnie clariAed. 

qFy sister and U would always sit together and watch the snowxakes through 
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our living room windows,W she lamented before letting loose a nostalgic 

sigh. q—hat Uzd give to share that with her again . . .W

Iiana appeared far more focused on Samanthazs state than the thought 

of snow, watching her brood through the rearview mirror. Mompared to 

the lot, Iiana certainly seemed to have changed the most.

9one was the commanderzs armor and uniform. Jor once, she actually 

looked like a civilian minus the handgun strapped to her hip. She was 

wearing dark skinny Keans, boots, and a white turtleneck sweater. Per 

arm was still in the brace ”elly had given her, albeit mostly hidden by the 

sleeve of her sweater. The stitches on her cheek had long since healed, 

though a lengthy strip of scar tissue still remained.

qSam .  .  .W  Iiana softly  called,  her  smile  dropping the longer she 

watched her, qUzm sure youzll feel better once we arrive, okayNW she cooed, 

adopting the sweetest tone she could as if attempting to inspire at least 

some optimism in her.

qU hope so,W Samantha mumbled, staring back out the window.

qSo .  .  .W “arry cleared her throat, qall the others were already sent, 

rightN !va and my gals are waitinz for meNW

qMorrect,W Iiana afArmed. q!very last Site L jrphan has been released. 

Theyzve been settling in.W

q–ust . . . Site LNW “onnie Dueried.

Iiana tightened her grip on the steering wheel. qTherezs . . . a signiA-

cant problem with the others.W She sighed, q—hich, wezll be discussing 

with !leanor when we arrive.W

qPm . . .W “arry hummed, glancing back at Samantha for input, but she 

was far from interested. qUzm curious to see what the farm will look like,W 

she vocaliHed, leaning back against the seat to get closer to Samantha. 

qThough, U never saw what it looked like to begin with.W
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qUt was warm . . .W Samantha suddenly said as she slowly peered back to the 

leaxess treetops. qUt was Duiet, calm, and . . .W She then leaned up from her 

seat while glancing around, completely torn from her train of thought as her 

surroundings began to look familiar.

qRaaandNW “arry beckoned.

qThis is the road,W Samantha gasped. qR-are we there yetGNW she cried, turn-

ing to face the group. Per heart immediately skipped a beat as she spotted 

partly harvested grain Aelds.

qRlmost, sweetie.W Iiana lightly chuckled, seeming to brighten from 

Samanthazs sudden e’citement.

Samanthazs throat dried and her tongue grew stiff as she spotted the 

rooftop peeking Kust over the tips of the grain. qThatzs itGW she pointed out, 

raising her hand and gesturing toward one of the left windows.

Samantha whined as they turned into the driveway, her vision obscured 

from her current position. Yikely due to her obvious impatience, once they 

came to a stop, the group Duickly poured out of the car onto the freshly paved 

concrete.

Samanthazs little cerulean eyes sparkled as she looked around. Ut was al-

most unfathomable and much more than shezd e’pected. Oearly all of the 

grain aside from the meager amount remaining that they had passed had 

been removed, and in its place was freshly lain sod and trees. R vast num-

ber of large trees had been moved onto the property, creating an e’tensive 

and wondrously secluded yard around the buildings. The trees stretched out 

across the Aelds, gradually increasing in number before cleanly meeting the 

edge of the forests that surrounded them. Ut was almost unrecogniHable to 

her, but in such a beautiful way.

Samantha slowly turned, looking back toward the building, or rather, 

buildings. The main house appeared to have Duadrupled in siHe, now more 

than capable of housing doHens. Ut nearly resembled a mansion now, but still 
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felt like a Duaint and soothing-to-look at farmhouse. The soft off-white 

paint Kob almost made the e’panded garage unnoticeable. Ut seamlessly 

blended in with the rest of the structure. The handier jrphans would 

surely enKoy that.

The sudden cries of children nearby seemed to be the Anal bit of con-

Armation Samantha needed to smile again, even if only for a little while. 

They werenzt cries of pain, but cries of Koy and happiness. Oot only were 

they playing with one another, but their augments and abilities were put 

on full, shameless display. They were embracing each other.

!ntirely overwhelmed, Samanthazs knees began to wobble a bit. She 

never could have imagined it would be like this. Ut was more than shezd 

hoped for. Ut was . . . perfect.

qSamNW Iiana asked, looking back at her. qRre you alrightNW

qUtzs . . . amaHing.W Samantha sDueaked.

qYooks good, doesnzt itNW ”elly chuckled from the signiAcantly e’pand-

ed porch, which now boasted a hammock and several chairs. She rose 

from one of them and stepped behind Bo’anne, who was sitting ne’t to 

her in her wheelchair before beginning to gently roll her down the ramp 

alongside the porch.

qShe followed my instructions to the letter,W Bo’anne chirped, smiling 

brightly once again despite her handicap. Rs they moved from the shade 

of the porch into the light of the sun, she turned her head to glance back 

at the housezs newly acDuired girth. qUt came out amaHingly.W

qUzm . .  .  absolutely . .  .W Samantha happily snifxed. qU canzt even de-

scribe it . . .W she mewled while rubbing her eyes.

qUtzs truly astounding work,W “onnie praised.

qTherezs far more to be developed below ground, but this certainly does 

the Kob for now.W ”elly beamed.
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qUtzs really cool to see the little ones so giddy about it,  too,W “arry 

snickered, eyeing the kids as they played what looked to be hide-and-seek 

around the grounds.

qjh yeah, they love this place,W a familiar spikey light blue8haired girl 

said as she stepped from the doorway.

q!vaGW “arry cheerily called out.

qSup, ”nuckles.W !va grinned.

“arry Duickly bounded up the steps. qMome here, you frosty dork,W she 

said before they locked hands and pulled one another into a Arm hug.

q9ood to see you, “arry,W !va buHHed in “arryzs iron grip.

qUtzs great to see you not looking like shit,W “arry snickered as they 

pulled apart.

qTch,W !va scoffed then stuffed her hands in her Kacket. qUzd say the 

same, but you always look terrible.W

qjh shut up,W “arry sneered, reaching up and plunging a hand into 

!vazs spikey, frosty hair. q!veryonezs really here, huhNW

q!veryone. The gangzs waiting for you,W !va relayed, peering up from 

under “arryzs arm.

qPey, galsGW “arry shouted back over her shoulder. qUzll be insideGW she 

e’claimed.

qIonzt get lostGW “onnie snapped back slyly.

“arry rolled her eyes and waved her hand. qVeah yeah,W she scoffed 

while stepping inside with !va.

Samantha was far from paying attention to their conversation and was 

more focused on her incredible surroundings. So much had been done, 

she almost couldnzt believe it was real. She was only knocked out of her 

daHe by a gentle sDueeHe on her wrist as Bo’anne took her hand in her 

own, grabbing her full attention.
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qU took the liberty of putting some of —illowzs things in your room,W Bo’-

anne noted. qU hope it helps you feel more at home.W

Samantha snifxed and wiped her eyes with her free hand. She Anally 

returned the smile, and while nodding, she shakily muttered, qThank you, 

Bo’y.W

qU hate to be a wet blanket,W ”elly Duietly interrupted, qbut there are some 

things we need to discuss before U leave, and theyzre . . . important.W

qjf course.W Iiana nodded, placing her hands on her hips. qMome along, 

girls. “onnie, you may have to wrangle up “arry.W

qjh, believe me, U already counted on it.W “onnie sighed, disappearing from 

sight in a blur.

qSo, whatzs the problem,W “onnie inDuired, releasing her hold on “arryzs ear 

and sitting down on a couch.

q–eeH, whyzd you have to drag me in by the earGNW “arry whined, rubbing her 

earlobe.

qU wouldnzt have had to if you listened the Arst time.W “onnie glared, folding 

her hands in her lap.

qUtzs . . . a bit more than one issue.W ”elly sighed before lifting her glasses 

and rubbing her tired eyes. qU havenzt gotten sleep since U found out, and U 

canzt believe U didnzt notice it until recently.W

q—hat is itNW “arry asked, slumping down beside “onnie.

Iiana and ”elly glanced at one another for a brief moment. ”elly sighed 

again and leaned back in her chair before stating, q—ezve lost all data and 

contact with every single site aside from Site :, and The @ault.W

q—-whatGNW Samantha sputtered.
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qRll of themGNW “arry cried.

Iiana crossed her arms and slowly nodded.

q!very single one besides those two,W ”elly murmured as she began to 

nervously tap her nails on the armrest. q—e donzt know where they are, how 

many jrphans they have, or even what they were built for . . .W

qPow is that even possibleNW “onnie softly inDuired.

qFichael was able to dig something up in Fa’imilianzs ofAce about a 

death contingency,W Iiana said. q—e think thatzs more than likely what went 

down.W

qContingency?W “arry spat as if the word had no business being in her 

mouth.

qVes . . .W ”elly frowned. qFore speciAcally, it was a plan he devised so 

that if he were to pass, his work would continue . . . somehow,W she grumbled, 

disgusted at the thought of his inxuence lingering in any way.

q!laborate,W “onnie pressed as she leaned into the conversation. qThis 

doesnzt make any sense.W

qThe Pydra Montingency,W ”elly replied. qThatzs what it was called. Pis 

watch was Atted with an obno’iously accurate pulse monitor, if his heart 

were to stop by any means, it would send out a signal to activate the order.W 

She glanced over, meeting “onniezs confused and skeptical gaHe. qUn short, it 

orders every single site head to take their facility off the grid, and to ensure 

that, it wipes all digital site archives of any data relating to other installa-

tions.W

qThen how do we know where those two areN Uzve never even heard of 

them,W Samantha inDuired.

q“ecause we already know they e’ist, and wezve been to them before,W 

Iiana e’plained.

q“ut . . .W “onnie brought a hand to her chin. qUf the Joundation is govern-

ment-backed, why donzt we Kust ask themNW she asked.
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q“ecause we already tried,W Iiana grumbled. qThey were eager to give us 

money to make themselves look good after ”ellyzs dossier began to spread, 

but with us having no proof that the other sites even e’ist . . . wezre out of 

luck.W

qU thought this was over,W Samantha whined and lowered her head into her 

hands.

qRs far as wezre concerned, it is,W ”elly afArmed. q!veryone here is safe, and 

we can all start living somewhat normally again. “ut if wezre going to And the 

other sites and help the other jrphans, wezll need to e’pect to do it on our 

own. U doubt the government will try to stop us, but they sure wonzt help 

either.W

qGreat,W “arry snarled, leaning her head back against the couch.

q—hat do we do thenNW Samantha Duietly Duestioned, peering through her 

Angers.

qRt the moment, nothing. —e have no intel to go off of,W ”elly e’plained, 

qbut if we And anything, you three will be among the Arst to know. Jor the 

moment . . . Kust enKoy yourselves, alrightNW She wearily smiled.

The three hesitantly nodded.

qRlright, well,W ”elly sighed and rose to her feet, partly stumbling due to her 

e’hausted state. qUzll be leaving now. Uzm going to see if !ryn and Fichael have 

found anything else useful in our physical archivesEW She yawned while 

covering her mouth.

qCnderstood,W “onnie said.

q9et some sleep while youzre at it.W Iiana lowly barked as if giving ”elly a 

direct order.

q—hen U And the time.W ”elly loosely smiled.

“efore she could even step away, Samantha Duickly rose and moved right 

in front of her. Samantha then looked up, meeting ”ellyzs baggy eyes with her 

own.
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qVes, SamNW ”elly mumbled, before suddenly sDueaking, qjhGW as the 

thirteen-year-old suddenly hugged her.

qThank you,W Samantha said, mufxed by ”ellyzs chest.

”ellyzs smile slightly widened as she placed a hand on Samanthazs 

head. qTherezs no need to thank me, but youzre welcome, Sam.W She 

sighed, relieved to see some Koy in Samanthazs heart.  qVou deserve a 

home, all of you do. So please, enKoy it to the fullest.W

qVouzre not stayingNW “onnie curiously inDuired.

“arry leaned up against a tree with her arms crossed and shook her 

head. qOah . . . Uzm not,W she conArmed.

qThen . . . U donzt understand,W “onnie huffed. q—hyzd you wait until 

the house was doneNW

qU wanted to make sure everyone was safe and together,W “arry e’-

plained, shifting her attention from the blonde to the kids playing off in 

the distance. qOow that they are . . . U donzt have a reason to stay. Rs far as 

I’m concerned, Uzm grown. U need my own space, not somewhere to hide 

away.W

qU . .  .  suppose.W “onnie frowned. qVou really want to go out on your 

own, huhNW

qIonzt get all  teary-eyed, Uzll  be around.W “arry snickered, glancing 

back over at the blonde. q?lus, we got phones now, rightN Vou can te’t 

me every day if youzll miss me that bad,W she teased.

qTch, as if.W “onnie scoffed, but “arryzs Keering did bring a smile back 

to her lips.
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qVou know . . . Vou could come with us. “ostonzs an e’citing place, and 

while U may have !va and jny’, Uzd love to have you, too,W “arry offered, 

grinning hopefully at the blonde.

qOo thanks,W “onnie declined while keeping her smile. qU think Uzll remain. 

The kids need someone to take care of them, and U donzt think Bo’anne can 

handle them all. “ut U also want to get my academics back on track.W

qjf course you would, egghead.W “arry chuckled, resting her head back 

against the tree trunk.

qMome on, letzs walk around for a bit,W “onnie prodded before beginning 

to step away. qUzd like to see what else they remodeled.W

“arry was Duick to follow, stufAng her hands in her Kacket pockets as they 

stepped between trees. Ut didnzt take long for them to round the house, but 

they kept a decent enough distance to observe it in its entirety.

R new porch had been constructed off the back, leading down to a pool 

area off to the left and a garden wrapping around the patio. Ut was a fantas-

tic-looking and large area and would have been impressing “arry had she 

not been dealing with more . . . intrusive thoughts.

They werenzt new thoughts, but they had been plaguing her mind for the 

past few months. She hadnzt had the opportunity to get them off her chest, 

worried how the others would react, but this time with “onnie, this was 

possibly the last chance shezd get to talk about it for a while.

qPey, “onEW “arry suddenly called out.

q—hat is itNW “onnie asked, still facing away.

qIo you,W “arry gulped and looked down at the ground, qhave night-

maresNW

qOightmaresNW “onnie cocked an eyebrow as she turned around. q—hat 

on !arth aboutNW

qRbout what we did . . .W “arry uncomfortably shifted. q—hat we had to 

do.W
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The wind was seemingly sucked from “onniezs sails almost immediate-

ly, her shoulders slumping downward. She began to chew on her lip and 

reached up, nervously scratching at the side of her face. qjh,W she mumbled.

qSometimes U come to half awake . . . and U feel it all over again,W “arry said 

as she slowly pulled her hands from her pockets. qThe vibrations blasting 

back through my Asts . . .W She then tightly sDueeHed her Angers into her 

palms. qThe crunch . . . and that last wheeHe of air.W

“arry uncomfortably hugged herself. qRnd then . . . U canzt go back to 

sleep,W she whimpered before cautiously raising her gaHe. qRm U the only 

one who feels like thatNW

qOo.W “onnie coarsely e’haled, staring off at the house.

q—e did what we had to . . . BightNW “arry asked with guilt dripping from 

her tongue.

“onnie inhaled through her nose and straightened her posture. She 

xe’ed her Angers as if mimicking her grip on the knife she used to disem-

bowel countless J.T.J. agents. qU donzt know,W she whispered, frowning as 

she pulled her hand to her chest. q“ut U never want to feel like that again, 

“arry. . . . Uzve never been made so hopeless or angry that U was willing to 

throw out everything U stood for, and killEW “onnie gasped, almost unable 

to even say the word. qUzll never allow myself to do it again.W

“arry averted her eyes. Jor a reason she couldnzt place, she felt as though 

she couldnzt share the sentiment. . . .

qOothing about it makes me more upset than the fact that after the Arst, 

U . . . U Kust kept going, and going, andEW “onnie winced and closed her eyes. 

qRt the time, their faces were a blur. “ut afterN U can remember every single 

one.W

“arry shivered slightly, as though ice had been dropped down her back. 

She hesitantly nodded. qVouzre not alone in that . . .W

qRnd youzre not alone in regretting what we did.W “onnie sighed.
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qU donzt regret what we did, but U do lament the fact that we had to do it.W 

“arry frowned.

“onnie halfheartedly snickered. q“ig words are unbecoming of you, “arry.W

qIonzt worry,W “arry chuckled with a slight smirk. qU wonzt make a habit of 

it.W

q9oodbye Sam, Uzll see you again soon,W ”elly assured while gently petting 

Samanthazs messy black hair.

qVou promiseNW Samantha mumbled hopefully, looking up at the doctor.

qI promise,W ”elly repeated, smiling brightly as she glanced over to Iiana. 

qUzm sure you and !mma will keep the kids safe. jnce able, if youzd like, the 

Joundation will provide additional security.W

q—ezd certainly appreciate the help,W Iiana replied. qUn the meantime, Uzm 

sure wezll do.W

qRs if wezd even need the help.W !mma scoffed, stepping into the foyer with 

“riars closely in tow. qIiana and U got this place covered, donzt worry about 

it,W she boasted.

qU see.W ”elly amusedly chuckled before looking off to “riars. qYieutenant, 

are you ready to goNW

qRbout that . . . m-mazam.W “riars gulped nervously. She then abruptly 

turned and straightened her posture. qSirGW she barked suddenly at !mma, 

catching the captain off guard. qU-Uzve got something Uzd like to ask you . . .W

qVeahNW !mma cocked a brow. q—hat is it, “riarsNW

qR-actually, sir, if you donzt mind . . .W “riarszs straightened posture crum-

pled almost immediately. qMould you address me by my Arst name from now 

onNW she shyly reDuested.
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qjh,W !mma blinked before a sly grin stretched over her face. qRlright 

. . . Denise,W she chuckled, qwhat can U do for youNW

qU . . . U donzt think U want to return to the Joundation as an ofAcer,W 

“riars said, nervously tugging at her uniform. qUf itzs all the same to you 

. . . Uzd like to stay here, sir. —ith,W she gulped, qwith you.W

qVouzd like toEW !mma muttered, appearing slightly puHHled. “ut it 

didnzt take long for her to notice “riarszs Kittery movements and rosy 

cheeks. She raised her hand up and dragged it back through her hair 

before smiling brightly. qUzve got no problems with it.W She beamed. qSo 

long as ”elly doesnzt careNW

q—-w-would that be alright, R-RdministratorNW “riars sDueaked, peer-

ing over at ”elly.

”elly couldnzt help but giggle in response. Times had changed signif-

icantly since she was in her teens and twenties, and she remembered 

the trouble she and !ryn faced for the longest time. Jar be it from her to 

step between the pair. qThatzs Kust Ane. Monsider your post reassigned, 

Yieutenant.W

qVouzre leaving alreadyNW Bo’anne huffed as she wheeled over from the 

kitchen. qU Kust put dinner in the ovenGW

q!nough to feed a shitload of kidsNW Iiana pressed.

q“elieve me, itzs a whole ass roast bigger than your chest,W Bo’anne 

retorted, causing Iiana to blink and look down at her breasts. qUf they eat 

the whole thing Uzll be amaHed. “ut !leanor, what the hell,W she groaned.

qVou know U have work to do,W ”elly replied.

Bo’anne sighed and leaned back in her chair. qVou couldzve at least 

given me an e’act time so U could properly thank you.W

qVou donzt need to thank me, Bo’anne,W ”elly assured and leaned over 

before gently placing her hand on the womanzs shoulder. qVouzve given 

up more in your life than anyone should ever have to. Vou deserve peace.W
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Bo’anne reluctantly accepted ”ellyzs words, and her annoyance soon fad-

ed. qjhGW she suddenly chirped. qThat does remind me. SamNW

qVesNW Samantha sDueaked.

qIid you see the plaDueNW Bo’anne Duestioned.

qThe . . . whatNW

Iiana cocked a brow. qTherezs a signNW

qSure is, out by the mailbo’ . . . Uzm surprised you missed it on your way in,W 

”elly teased. q9o take a look.W

Samantha slowly walked down the driveway with Iiana following her not 

too far behind. Per curiosity grew the closer she got to the mailbo’, wonder-

ing Kust what the big deal was. Sure enough, right near it was a stone-carved 

half circle tilted to face oncoming trafAc. Samantha hastily rounded it, then 

came to a stop once she spotted a silver-plated plaDue Armly embedded in the 

stone.

Marved at the top of the plaDue was a pair of held hands, and Kust below 

that, it readA

—UYYj—zS PjF! JjB TP! jB?PRO!I

Samantha let loose a Duivering breath as she slowly approached the stone. 

q—illow,W she softly mumbled, raising her right hand and gently placing it 

against the carving. She stared longingly at it, wishing that things could have 

been different. “ut at the very least, the girl shezd loved would be remem-

bered.

She then suddenly tensed up as Iiana laid a hand on her shoulder. —hen 

she looked up at her mother, she was greeted with a smile radiating nothing 

but care and understanding.



ORPHAN VEIL: THE STRAY382

Samantha reciprocated the smile, snifxing as saddened yet hopeful tears 

began to dribble over her bags and down her cheeks. She leaned into her 

motherzs arms and closed her eyes, clinging to her sweater.

Faybe . . . she could Anally heal.



Epilogue

H ardly able to keep herself upright, Kelly stumbled into the Op-

erations room. She looked like an absolute mess. Her hair was 

frizzy, hardly held in its ponytail  anymore by her scrunchie,  and her 

glasses rested crookedly against her nose. “Please,” she groaned, pulling 

off her glasses and rubbing her eyes. “Tell me we have something, literally 

anything.”

“I wish I could say we did,” Mordecai sighed, leaning back into his 

chair. “The database was wiped so cleanly that it’s like the Wles weren’t 

ever there in the Wrst place.”

“8hat about the Wles for Site ?N” Kelly grumbled, putting her glasses 

back on. “Have we made any headwayN”

“Eo.” Aryn huffed, frustratedly leaning against the desk she’d been 

sharing with Mordecai throughout the evening. “They’re still locked. One 

more wrong attempt and they wipe, too.”

“Dnd Goctor MagnusN”

“He still refuses to tell us the codes,” Aryn growled. “That fuckin’ ass-

hole . . .”

“!oddammit .  .  .” Kelly whined, practically falling back into a chair. 

“Dnd the notebookN”

“Still bordering on indecipherable and cryptic,” Mordecai mumbled, 

shifting his eyes to the leatherbound notebook resting on the desk amid 

the mass of unorganized papers they had been sifting through.
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“Still not sure whose it even was,” Aryn shrugged. “Most of the pages that 

could be read have either been scribbled on, ripped out, or entirely redacted. 

Dnd the shit that isn’t is entirely illegibleL”

Kelly laid her head back against the chair and groaned. “It’s qois’s,” she 

Buietly sighed out.

“8hatLN” Mordecai choked. He Buickly scooped up the notebook and 

opened it back up to a page Wlled with incomprehensible scribbles. “8hy 

didn’t you tell meLN”

“Uecause I wasn’t sureL” Kelly barked back.

“xh . . .” Aryn hummed, glancing between the two. “8hoN”

“qoisN” Mordecai cocked a brow and leered at her. “Goctor qois SheridanN”

“I usually don’t concern myself with people who aren’t me,” Aryn smugly 

retorted. “Ar, a-and my lovely wife, of course . . . Hehe,” she nervously snick-

ered, avoiding Kelly’s unamused glare.

“Humble, Aryn,” Kelly grumbled.

“She was Ma—imilian’s second before 8ilson.” Mordecai sBuinted. “The 

one who committed suicideN”

“OhC” Aryn’s eyes widened. “I’m a dick . . .” she hissed Buietly as she slid 

down the back of her chair.

“It was in a bo— of redacted Wles,” Kelly said. “There was also a physical copy 

of an Orphan’s data entry in there, but . . .”

“Uut . . . whatN” Mordecai cocked a brow.

“The entire page was redacted,” Kelly stated.

“Aven her designationN” Aryn prodded.

“The entire thing. It looks like a sheet of black ink,” Kelly reiterated, leaning 

forward in her chair slightly. “Ma—imilian never did release details on qois’s 

suicide . . . but it must be linked to that Orphan somehow.”

“:ould it be any of the girls we had contained hereN” Mordecai asked, 

resting the book in his lap.
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“I doubt it, she did her work elsewhere . . .” Kelly mumbled.

“Psh,” Aryn scoffed, “duh. Uesides, do you seriously think any of our 

girls could drive someone so nuts they’d kill themselvesN”

“That’s enough, Aryn . . .” Kelly huffed, annoyed.

“8e have but most certainly aren’t limited toj a girl that’s literally a 

plant, one that can Foat, and one that can Fy,” Aryn listed, physically 

counting out each girl on her Wngers as she rambled. “Go you actually 

think any of those could make someone that wackadoo, MichaelN”

“I was :ust laying it out as a possibility,” Mordecai grumbled.

“AnoughL” Kelly groaned against her hands as she sank further back 

into the chair. She let her hands Fop down into her lap, leaving behind 

several strands of unkempt hair draping over her face.

Aryn practically zipped her lips shut at the irritated cry of her tired wife.

Mordecai simply sighed.

“Dll I remember about qois was her Buiet dedication to her work . . . 

xntil that last month when she cracked,” Kelly recalled, rubbing her eyes 

once again. “She was trying to warn us about something. Uut every time 

she tried, it was like something or someone pulled on her leash to keep 

her Buiet.”

“8ell,  I  bet any chance of Wnding worthwhile info in this is shot,” 

Mordecai grumbled, raising the notebook back up and proceeding to sift 

through its scribbled pages once more. “Ma—imilian would have had that 

taken care of, no doubt . . .”

“Aven in death he causes problems,” Kelly growled.

Aryn sighed, resting her elbow against the desk and her cheek against 

her hand.

Dfter a few more Buiet moments of attempting to Wnd anything sub-

stantial within its scribbles, Mordecai grew frustrated and threw it back 

down against the mess of papers. “It’s :ust a load of nothingL”
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Aryn frowned, leaning deeper into her palm. She glanced down at the note-

book, viewing it vertically from her perspective. He was right, it was nothing, 

:ust scribbles and sketchy doodles with :agged lines. Though one line seemed 

a bit longer than the others. Uefore long, she noticed a second, too.

Aryn Buickly sat up before grabbing hold of the notebook and dragging it 

in front of her.

“8hat’re you doingN I’ve already looked through it like si— times,” Mordecai 

prodded.

“That’s a T,” Aryn blurted out, keeping the notebook tilted on its side as she 

pointed at the page.

“D scribble that looks like a T in a mess of other scribblesN” Mordecai 

huffed, “8hoop-de-doo.”

“Eo, noL” Aryn yelled out, sliding her Wnger to the side ne—t to the :agged 

barely visible letter. “That’s an HL”

“HuhN” Kelly hummed, sitting up from her chair.

“It says THE,” Aryn cried, rapidly tapping on the page before sliding down 

to the bottom page. “Dnd look, this one says ANGEL.”

Kelly glanced at Mordecai and then at the notebook before scooting closer. 

“;lip the page.”

Aryn slowly peeled the bottom page up, revealing the ne—t two words.

“OF DEATH?” Mordecai hummed in confusion.

Kelly’s concern began to well up. If qois went to this e—treme of a length to 

hide a message she couldn’t even speak about out of fear . . . :ust what the hell 

was she trying to warn them aboutN

Aryn Fipped to the ne—t and Wnal pair of pages.

Mordecai’s muscles stiffened as he scooted back in the chair.

“8hat the fuck does that even meanN” Aryn murmured, looking over the 

last two words.

Kelly uneasily gulped.
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“The Angel of Death is coming.”
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Encyclopedia

F.T.F. - Stands for Foundation Task Force, the squads of six mobilized 

by the Orphanage Foundation for the purpose of abduction, security, and 

containment, among other various tasks.

Mem-Narcs -  Short for Memory Altering Narcotics,  utilized by the 

Orphanage Foundation to erase and alter the memories of individuals. 

Mem-Narcs are classiwed by their potency, ’ith level one being used for 

erasing memories from the previous t’enty-four hours, and level wve 

being used to cause complete amnesia.

Orphan - The term utilized by the Orphanage Foundation ’ith ’hich 

to refer  to children theyPve abducted ’hoPve been put through The 

:rocess. Orphans can have abilities ranging from incredibly destructive, 

to mild and harmless. All Orphans, ho’ever, share a small suite of in-

trinsic augments, such as but not limited to9 enhanced healing, strength, 

and vision. They also share ’hat the FoundationPs researchers call  a 

secondary mode, in ’hich their eyes shift in color and their demeanor 

changes to be signiwcantly more focused and violent. This shift affects 

some Orphans far more aggressively than others, and for some, itPs al-

most like they lose all control of themselves.



Project Fireteam - The sole reason Site j ’as constructed. Orphans pro-

duced at or transferred to Site j ’ere assigned to :roBect Fireteam to test their 

capabilities as three-person Dlack Ops units.

The Process - Not much is kno’n about it other than that it is the only term 

utilized ’ithin Site j to refer to the manner in ’hich Orphans are produced. 

Ietails on it are hazy, and likely only kno’n by Maximilian Ford and his inner 

circle. 

The October Breach - A massive containment breach that sent Site j into 

an absolute frenzy. 2t took place in October of 0161, roughly a year prior to 

the events of The Stray. Iuring this breach, Samantha ’as gunned do’n and 

nearly killed, leading to her being the only Orphan put through The :rocess a 

second time.
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Inspirations

It’s no surprise that many properties had an incuenfe on the freation oO 

Vrphan lei,g so I wvured I’d share .ith you a,, some oO the barious piefes oO 

media that habe inspired me ober the yearsP

Vrphan lei, Sevan to fome tovether in my head one day aOter I had p,ayed 

Call of Duty: Black Ops 3 on my 4,ayWtation“P Zithin the vame’s inOamous 

”komSiesT modeg there’s a remaGe oO a map Orom a prebious vame fa,,ed 

”Dhe MiantPT In the openinv fut sfene oO the mapg there .ere t.o names that 

started eberythinv Oor meP ”WamanthaT and ”xoftor Xa-isPT

Dhose names a,one .ere .hat Sevan the professg Sut .hat rea,,y started 

to pu,, eberythinv tovether Oor me .as the RBXen w,m LoganP Dhe mobie 

strufG many fhords .ith meg and durinv that time I disfobered the initia, 

story I .anted to te,,g a fharafter Sefominv the parenta, wvure to a stranveg 

superBpo.ered fhi,d .ho .as on the run Orom a shado.y vroup seeGinv to 

harm herP Dhat a,one set Oorth the Sasis oO the entire wrst draOtg .hifh rebo,bed 

entire,y around Wamantha and (o-anneg .ith (o-anne Seinv Wamantha’s 

mother,y wvureP

(ouvh,y ha,O.ay throuvh .ritinv the wrst draOtg I .ent to see the wrst 

),afG 4anther w,m in theatersP Dhe aSi,ities oO the suits .ithin the mobie 

inspired the freation oO our Oaborite ,itt,e SomSastifg snarGyg and Hsometimes 

s,o.F wvhterg )arryP Jer arms .ere inspired Sy )ufGy )arnes Orom The Winter 

Soldierg and her ,ooG .as Sased on a SeautiOu, Instavram mode, named )ritB

tene,,e zrederifGsP



)onnie on the other handg at ,east aSi,ity and hair fo,orB.iseg .as inspired 

Sy xio Orom the AoAo’s )iNarre jdbenture seriesP Jer fharafterg ho.eberg Orom 

the bery startg .as a,.ays e-treme,y inte,,ivent yet GindP Xy Oaborite thinv 

aSout her in fomparison to xio is that she may bery .e,, Se one oO the most 

po.erOu, Vrphans in Vrphan lei,g yet she heabi,y resents usinv her po.er Oor 

ma,ifious purposesP 4erhapsg she isn’t eben a.are oO .hat she’s Ou,,y fapaS,e 

oOP

Do a,, you abid internet horror story readersg I’m sure you ,iGe,y notifed 

one oO Vrphan lei,’s ,arvest inspirationsP Dhe Oafi,ity and the zoundation 

itse,Og a,onv .ith sebera, oO the naminv fonbentions sufh as XemBCarfs and 

zPDPzP .ere inspired Sy the .onderOu, internet .ritinv proEeftg the ”WP9P4P 

zoundationPT I habe a,.ays Seen a massibe Oan oO itg and it fertain,y has made 

a ,arve impaft on my .orGP

Zithout a,, oO these .onderOu, piefes oO media and many moreg I .ou,dn’t 

habe Seen aS,e to freate Vrphan lei, as it is no.P Ze’re S,essed to ,ibe in 

a .or,d w,,ed .ith so mufh art and freatibe e-pressiong and I thinG that 

dra.inv Orom preBe-istinv media and persona, e-perienfes Oor inspiration is 

one oO the most .onderOu,,y mavifa, thinvs on :arthP


