
        
            
                
            
        

    To my Aunt Ger, I love you big.

Copyright © 2024 by LE Swift.

All rights reserved.

No portion of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the publisher or author, except as permitted by U.S. copyright law.

This book is a work of fiction. The names, characters, places, and incidents are products of the writer's imagination or have been used fictitiously and are not to be construed as real. Any resemblance to persons, living or dead, actual events, locales, or organizations is entirely coincidental.


Contents


Chapter One
Chapter Two
Chapter Three
Chapter Four
Chapter Five
Chapter Six
Chapter Seven
Chapter Eight
Chapter Nine
Chapter Ten
Chapter Eleven
Chapter Twelve
Chapter Thirteen
Chapter Fourteen
Chapter Fifteen
Chapter Sixteen
Chapter Seventeen
Chapter Eighteen
Chapter Nineteen
Chapter Twenty
Chapter Twenty-One
Chapter Twenty-Two
Chapter Twenty-Three
Chapter Twenty-Four
Chapter Twenty-Five
Chapter Twenty-Six
Chapter Twenty-Seven
Chapter Twenty-Eight
Chapter Twenty-Nine
More By LE Swift
Acknowledgements
About The Author



[image: image-placeholder]






Chapter One


The sun beat harshly against my back, cool water lapping over my legs. The rushing stream filled the silence, the new camp too far away to hear the chatter of the many voices. Now that we were all together, there was hardly a moment of quiet among the eleven of us.

The stark silence that used to live among us was no more. The strangers we had been long vanished, a patchwork of kindred souls blending together to create what we now were.

Twigs snapping under feet alerted me and my body tensed. Twisting my head cautiously, I spotted Mina and Sasha traipsing toward me. Immediately, my shoulders loosened, the fear leaving me. Their eyes hardened as they took in the stitches on my thighs, the stream brushing past their ankles as they joined me in the water.

“How are you holding up?” Sasha asked, dropping to her knees beside me.

Mina followed suit, her hand hovering over the injuries, careful not to touch the reddened skin.

I considered lying. Pretending to be tough and acting like I was okay. That I wasn’t in excruciating pain. But I knew there was no point. It had been a week since that small knife had done so much damage in the hands of a cruel man. And yet, the pain surged as if it was still happening.

“I’m pretty sure the wounds are infected.”

As if to emphasize my point, white fluid poured from one of the wounds, a pulsing throb starting underneath my skin. Red streaks spread from both lines of stitches and as someone in the medical field, I knew that wasn’t a good sign.

A soft hand pressed against my arm, and I looked to Sasha. “The good news is your arms seem to be healing well. If you’re up for it, we could take the stitches out today or tomorrow. That helps reduce scarring, doesn’t it?”

I held back a humorless chuckle at her innocent question. Truthfully, it did help reduce scarring. But when we were all probably going to die in a few months, did it really matter?

“Yeah, let’s take them out,” I finally responded. “And we can try to figure out what to do with the infection, too.”

Mina bit her lip, casting a quick glance to Sasha. A silent conversation passed between them before Mina nodded, turning back to me.

Raising a brow, I asked, “What are you not telling me?”

“That’s actually why we came to grab you. The guys are currently fighting.” Mina cringed as she spoke, her face flushing as if she was the one caught arguing.

“They’re fighting over the infection on my legs?” This time, I did let out a small laugh. In the grand scheme of things, that seemed silly to be fighting about, but who was I to tell them how to spend the last few months of their lives?

“Not exactly. She’s just focusing on that part,” Sasha said, nudging Mina, who blushed once again. “They’re talking about the papers again, trying to figure out what our next plan is. And of course, no one can agree on anything.”

“Well, Murphy and Rainer agree,” Mina added.

“What a surprise there,” Sasha added with an eye roll, and we all laughed.

Rainer was the yin to Murphy’s yang and I’d be hard pressed to find something the two of them disagreed on.

Pressing against the soft sand of the stream, I stood up, Mina and Sasha hovering in case I needed help. It seemed as the infection grew, my balance became exceptionally worse. It was a miracle I had made it this far into the woods, although I attributed it to the adrenaline.

“Let’s head on back then. It seems we can’t leave the men to handle anything around here.”

The three of us laughed once more as we started walking back toward the camp and I savored the sound. That was the thing about learning your imminent death awaited you. Every moment, even the small ones, deserved to be cherished.
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Stepping into the small clearing, I wasn’t surprised to see what sat before us. Partially because Mina and Sasha had warned me, but also because this had been the norm for the past three days since we had learned about the meteorite and the bunkers.

Rainer and Murphy stood shoulder to shoulder, a united front. Rainer glared at Warner and Aiden, his shoulders tense and a frown adorning his face. Murphy didn’t look much calmer, although I could tell by the gesturing of his hands that he was at least trying to be reasonable.

Aiden stood before them, an exasperated look on his face. His previously clean clothes now matched the rest of ours, pieces of his shirt torn for cleaning and bandages, the remaining material covered in grime from sleeping on the dirt.

Warner was the last in their little standoff, Elizabeth, Emmanuel and the kids leaving themselves out of it. He was the only one who looked uninterested in the entire debacle, bored eyes glancing around the clearing. But I knew better. He would have a strong opinion, just like the rest of them.

His lazy gaze landed on me and a slow grin spread across his lips. “Nice of you to join us.”

The other three turned their heads in unison. Murphy gave me a small smile, whereas Rainer’s expression didn’t change. If anything, his hardened stare became steelier. Aiden stomped over toward us, dragging me across the clearing until I was standing before them all.

“Look at this. I don’t care if you don’t have a medical degree, you can clearly tell this is an infection. And you really want to stay out here?” Aiden gestured harshly at my thighs and I fought the urge to cover them with my hands.

By now, they had all seen them. And although I realistically knew I had nothing to be ashamed of, they were a flashing beacon of my fear. Screaming to everyone around that I was too weak to fight back.

“Yes, we can see the infection. But you’re insane if you think going back into town is a better idea.”

Realizing what this fight was finally about, I held up a hand. “How about we all get an opinion on what happens, especially the person who has the infected legs?”

Arching my brows, I glanced at the four of them, thankful when they all nodded. Now that they were no longer at each other’s throats, the rest of the group joined us, the eleven of us sitting around the fire.

As I sat, Stephanie clambered over to me, taking a spot beside me and settling her small hand in mine. I took comfort from the contact. She and Lucas had given me bravery while we were at the camp and the need to protect them still filled me when they were near.

“Leaving the woods is ridiculous. We know what happens now in town, why would we willingly go there?” Rainer started the conversation, his words harsh and slow.

Letting out a tired sigh, Aiden said, “I’m not saying we go to the camp. In case you forgot, I’ve been there for months. But we can’t stay here forever.”

Rainer opened his mouth to speak, but I interrupted, sensing this had been the discussion that had them going in circles. “Rainer, even you admitted that we wouldn’t survive here once winter comes.”

Gritting his teeth, Rainer reluctantly nodded. “I did. But it’s not winter yet, is it?”

Murphy added, “We still have a couple months before the cold comes. We have time to figure something out before then.”

Debating what to say next, Sasha piped up, her eyes wide in bewilderment as she glanced around the circle. “Are we all just going to ignore the fact that once winter comes, it won’t even matter where we are?”

Stephanie’s hand tightened in mine and I squeezed back. I knew Elizabeth and Emmanuel had told the twins a watered-down version of what was happening, but that didn’t make it any easier to hear. Not for any of us.

“We haven’t forgotten, Sasha. And in fact, Elizabeth and I have been discussing a plan.” All eyes turned toward Emmanuel, surprised to hear him speak up.

The quiet older man never seemed to want to give his input, content to keep us all fed and his family safe. But honestly, he knew more about what was happening than any of us. Too bad the young and stubborn men had louder voices.

“Well, care to fill us in?” Warner drawled, drawing Emmanuel’s attention.

Emmanuel shook his head, his dark skin weathered from dealing with us all. “That’s why I spoke up, boy.”

His snarky response had a small smile curling my lips up, and I leaned forward, hoping Emmanuel’s plan would give us some sort of solution.

“Elizabeth’s parents had a cottage on the outskirts of town. They passed a few years back and the property remained ours, although we only used it for weekend trips. If I had a guess, the fires didn’t reach that far out. And due to the location, it’s quite secluded.”

“How far away is it?” Murphy asked, his eyes focused, as if calculating how realistic a trek would be.

Shrugging, Emmanuel responded, “If I had to guess, about a week’s walk. And that’s with going from sun up to sun down.”

“But there’s a well on the property and it has a wood burning appliances. Plus, there may still be some supplies,” Elizabeth added, glancing at me with her final sentence.

Everyone sat silently for a moment, taking in the option, and I knew we were finally getting somewhere when both Aiden and Murphy nodded. However, Rainer still looked unsure, the frown never leaving his face.

“And if it was burned from the fires? If it was raided? What’s our plan then?” He asked, trying to meet someone’s eyes, but we all looked away.

We all knew the answers to his questions, but Sasha was the only one willing to utter the words aloud.

“We’re fucked anyway, so why the hell not?”

And with that, the decision was made. We spent the rest of the evening planning on when to leave, settling on the day after tomorrow. Tomorrow would be spent gathering food and water for the long hike, although we would need to stop multiple times to replenish the water.

As I settled onto the ground that night to sleep, I couldn’t help the shivers of fear that wracked my body. And I knew the second I closed my eyes, visions of the camp and Vex would invade my mind. Because it didn’t matter that the cottage was on the outskirts of town, we’d have to pass through to make it there.

And the worry of getting caught wouldn’t leave, like a virus that infected every inch of my being. Because I knew that if I ever stepped foot in that camp again, I wouldn’t be leaving alive.
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Chapter Two


“If it starts to hurt, tell me and I’ll stop,” Aiden said, holding the hunting knife against my right arm.

Nodding, I motioned for him to continue, waiting to feel the tug of pressure. I had removed plenty of stitches in the past few years, but I only had gotten them removed once. However, Aiden knew what he was doing and even without proper tools, I trusted him to not hurt me.

The tug of the strand pulled against my arm and I knew Aiden was pulling them out when a hand found mine. Turning to the right, Murphy gave me a grim smile, purposefully looking away from my arm.

Holding up our intertwined fingers, I asked, “Is this for me or for you?”

“You can tease me all you want, but how this doesn’t make you queasy I’ll never know.”

Laughing at his slightly ashen face, I squeezed his hand tighter in mine. “I’ve seen you gut plenty of animals. This is much less bloody.”

“Maybe so, but I grew up hunting animals. I’ve never stepped foot inside a hospital.”

Aiden finished removing the stitches on my right arm and switched places with Murphy to start on my left, Murphy grasping my opposite hand in his.

Turning back toward him while Aiden got started, I tilted my head. “If it makes you queasy, why are you over here?”

Murphy didn’t answer for a moment, staring intently into my eyes. Emotions coursed through me as his gaze deepened. The feelings of comfort and friendship that had blossomed before our kidnapping, the relief when I had seen him again, and something else. Something that had started to bloom after his lips had touched mine.

Finally, Murphy spoke, whispering low so Aiden couldn’t hear, “You know why.”

Swallowing roughly, I nodded. I did know why. It was for the exact same reason that if he was harmed, I’d be holding his hand as well. There was a tether tying us together, whether it be from the experiences we had been through or something more, and with each day, it was only becoming stronger.

“All done.” Aiden’s voice broke our connection and I turned toward my brother, who gave me a knowing look. “I suggest leaving the stitches in your legs until we can figure the infection out. But I’m sure you’ve already realized that.”

“That I did.” Staring down at my thighs, the red streaks seemed brighter.

Maybe it was because of the worry from everyone about how they were healing. Or maybe because I knew soon we would be heading back toward the source of the injury. Either way, the skin continued to throb, reminding me that if I didn’t get medicine soon, the infection would start to spread and infect the rest of my body.

“Alright, well, I’m going to go help fill up the waters. Do you need any help with the hunting?” Aiden asked, aiming the question at Murphy.

“Rainer and I have it handled. Thanks, man.” Aiden nodded at us both before strolling off to grab the water containers and head to the stream.

Once he left the clearing, I realized Murphy and I were alone for the first time since before the kidnapping. And although the calm I was used to with him washed over me, there was also a nervous energy, like the feeling I had gotten when I was thirteen with my first crush.

Nervous to meet his eyes, I tucked a loose strand of hair behind my ear, staring at our hands. However, Murphy was having none of that and he bent his head down, searching for my gaze. When our eyes finally met, he smiled softly.

“You’ll be okay, you know that, right? We’ll get into town and find you some medicine.”

He looked so sincere, so confident in his words, that I couldn’t help but nod in agreement. Brushing the same loose strand of hair behind my ear, he cupped my cheek.

“I won’t let anything happen to you. Not again.” His eyes darkened with his words, and I knew he was thinking of the night he had fallen asleep during his watch. No matter what Rainer or I said, he wouldn’t forgive himself.

“I know, Murphy. I know.”

Even as I reassured him, the darkness didn’t fade, and my heart ached for the sweet man who had brought me out of my darkness. We had all lost so much already, but I couldn’t handle if Murphy lost the soul of who he was.

Not sure what else to say, I leaned forward, gently pressing my lips against his. Neither of us moved, simply savoring the soft pressure of my mouth against his. After a swift moment, I moved back, Murphy’s hand never leaving my cheek.

“Go hunt with Rainer. I’m going to gather some other things with Mina and Sasha.”

Helping me to a standing position, Murphy finally released my hand, walking away into the woods to find his best friend. And as I walked in the opposite direction to search out Mina and Sasha, I held onto his words. I’d be okay. We all would.
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The smell of roasting hazelnuts and seared meat permeated the air, tendrils of smoke blowing into my face. The day had been busy for all of us, trampling around the area to scavenge enough food and water to make the week long trek to Elizabeth and Emmanuel’s cottage.

Aiden and Elizabeth had filled all the water containers to the brim, Emmanuel had caught seven fish, while Rainer and Murphy had managed to take down two large deer. Mina, Sasha, and I had gathered enough hazelnuts to last a lifetime and the few bags we had were laden down with the weight of supplies.

Warner had disappeared for the entire day as he had been doing and I wondered what he was up to. I didn’t have to wonder for long when his long body dropped down next to me, his legs spreading out before us.

“You’re going to burn the soles of your shoes,” I told him, nodding toward the bottom of his feet that were dangerously close to the licking flames.

“Then I’d have to go barefoot. Become a real mountain man. Isn’t that what you’re into?”

My head whipped up at his question and the fire lit the teasing glint in his eyes. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

“I’m an observer, babe. And you’re about as transparent as a window.”

Rolling my eyes, I sassed back, “I’m not sure what you’re observing when you’re never around.”

Warner’s lips quirked up into a devilish smirked and he leaned closer, dropping his mouth toward my ear. “Missing me?”

Backing away slightly, I fought back a shiver as his deep voice rolled over me. “Not quite. Just wondering where you go when we’re doing work around here. You know, to keep us all alive, including you.”

Warner raised his brows. “Have I not been pulling my weight?”

I paused before answering, realizing that although he was rarely around during the day, he had been pulling his weight. He always came back in the evenings with water and either a small animal or some nuts. And he religiously kept watch each night.

“Okay, you’ve been helping. Except for today.”

“I was busy today.”

“Doing what?” I couldn’t help the curiosity. I wouldn’t say that I missed him when he was gone, but a ball of anxiety formed in my stomach each day until he reappeared at night.

“If you can leave the fire for a few minutes, I’ll show you.”

My curiosity piqued even more. Noticing that everyone was around and could easily take over the cooking, I nodded, struggling to stand up. Warner immediately reached under my arms, pulling me tight against his chest. The man knew nothing of personal space.

Pushing against the firm planes of his chest, I stepped back, mumbling a thanks. Warner didn’t grab me again, but he hovered close as we walked out of the clearing, darkness encompassing us as the fire grew further from us.

After several minutes of walking, Warner finally stopped beside a large tree. My eyes were still adjusting to the dark as he reached for two things leaning against the tree, and when he brought them into view, my eyes widened.

“You made me crutches?” My voice was bewildered, and I didn’t know what to think about the sentiment.

Warner spent so much time alone. Barely interacting with the rest of us and he had made it clear more than once that he was looking out for himself and no one else. But then he did things like follow me into a locked building instead of escaping and spending an entire day making crutches.

“Don’t be thinking I’m like one of your mountain men. I’ve seen you struggling to walk and it’s going to get worse after a week straight of hiking. And we don’t have enough food for more than a week.”

“So, it’s entirely practical?” I asked, taking in the crutches. He must have used a knife to smooth down two branches, making them smooth for where my hands would grab. The tops were fitted with bunches of moss tied to the sticks with vines.

“Exactly. Practical and nothing else.” The sky was too dark to make out his expression, but no matter what he said, it seemed like there was something else behind the gesture.

“Well, thank you. I’m quite impressed with the design.”

Warner grinned cockily at the compliment and I rolled my eyes. Fitting the crutches beneath my arms, I tested them out, realizing they weren’t entirely uncomfortable. It’d still be a pain to hike miles with them, but much better than my legs giving out on me.

Using the crutches as support, I started to head back toward the clearing, but Warner stopped me with a hand to my shoulder. Gripping firmly but gently, he turned my body. The cocky grin was gone and in its place was a concerned frown.

“Is there something else?” I asked, a little impatiently. He disappeared all day, not allowing for much conversation, and right now I was hungry.

“Don’t you find it a little odd?” He asked, dropping his hand from my shoulder once he realized I wasn’t leaving.

“Find what odd?” I had no clue what he was talking about.

“Let’s say you had a cottage that was basically off grid. Well water, wood burning appliances, and no one was living there. Why would you choose to go into the woods with two small kids instead of the safety of a home?”

My back went straight at the accusation in his statement. “What are you implying?” I gritted out, uncomfortable with the way this conversation seemed to be headed.

“I’m not implying anything. I’m simply observing. It seems a little odd to me. And let’s not forget, you’ve been out here for nearly five months. Why only bring it up now?”

I hated that his questions were getting to me. I had implicitly trusted Elizabeth and Emmanuel. Even when I was skeptical of Rainer and his motives, I had never questioned the others. Elizabeth was a mother who treated all of us like her children. And Emmanuel was the man who had taught me how to fish, the man who had worked with my father.

Was I being naïve? I thought that part of me had vanished after months of struggling to survive. After night after night of torture. But here I was again, simply believing everyone had my best interest at heart.

“I can see the wheels turning in your head. I’m not saying to go against the plan. We can’t stay out here and a roof over our heads won’t be a bad thing. All I’m saying is that we need to be careful. You can’t trust everyone.”

“Are you saying I should trust you?” I finally managed to get out, struggling with the numerous thoughts now rushing through my head.

Warner stepped forward, bending down until our eyes were level, his dark eyes glinting. “Not at all, Alessia.”

Brushing past me, he started to head in the opposite direction of the clearing, blending in with the night. Before he could get too far ahead, I called out one more time.

“Why tell me to be careful? You could have kept an eye on things for yourself. Left when you thought something was wrong.”

Warner didn’t turn at my question, his body languid, as if he expected the question. “I figure it can’t hurt to keep someone skilled in the medical field around. It’s practical.”

Striding further into the darkness, he disappeared completely, and I finished his sentence for him. “Nothing else.”


[image: image-placeholder]






Chapter Three


Little blisters split open underneath my arms, the moss withering away after the consistent use over the past three days. Murphy had replaced the moss each morning for me, but by midafternoon, it was always gone; the wood rubbing my underarms raw.

However, I knew it was better than the alternative. The morning we had left the clearing, the sun had barely risen above the horizon, the sky gray as we left. Not wanting to hold everyone back with the slow pace of crutches, I had foregone them. Unfortunately, that lasted about three hours of mostly uphill hiking when the pain had gotten unbearable and my left leg had given out.

Murphy had rushed to my side, the others not far behind. Of course, Warner had simply glared, thrusting the crutches into my arms. Since then, the two sticks had become an extension of me.

“My legs are tired,” Lucas groaned from next to me and the two of shared a kindred smile. You and me both, kid.

At Lucas’ complaint, all the adults turned, taking pity on the three of us lagging behind. Just me and the kids once again, it seemed.

“We should be nearing town, right?” Murphy asked, glancing at Warner and Aiden.

Although I had also been a part of the little group that trekked from the camp back to the others, I wasn’t surprised Murphy hadn’t asked me. I would have loved to say that due to my multiple trips back and forth, my sense of direction had improved, but it truly hadn’t. If anyone asked me where we were right now, I’d have one simple answer. Surrounded by trees.

“I’d guess about a few more hours. It took the five of us almost three days. But we’re walking a little slower right now.” Aiden politely didn’t look my way as he uttered the last sentence and I was thankful he was trying to ignore the fact I was the reason for the slow speed.

“Then let’s take a break. We don’t want to be in town until dark has come,” Rainer said, already dropping his pack and grabbing out the water and food.

Before anyone else could give an opinion, he was walking off into the woods, most likely to grab kindling for a quick fire. He had been silent most of the trip, probably pouting that he hadn’t gotten his way. But I also knew it was more than that. I knew he cared about all of our safety.

As everyone else followed suit, dropping their packs, I hobbled on my crutches after Rainer, hoping to catch him before he got too far. Murphy caught my gaze as I rushed off, raising a brow in question, but I waved him off.

Ever since Warner had brought up his concerns about the cottage, a sense of dread had been traveling up my spine. I didn’t want to think Emmanuel and Elizabeth were purposely leading us into a trap, but I also had seen what kind of desperation a situation like this brought on.

Doing my best to not trip over branches sprawled across the ground, I spotted Rainer’s light hair and called out his name. He turned at my voice, pausing his steps. As I approached, I thought of Warner’s other statement about mountain men. In this moment, Rainer truly fit the bill.

His shaggy hair was nearly to his shoulders and his slightly darker beard was scruffy and long. Dark blue eyes met mine, questioning what I was doing.

“You should be resting with the others. We both know your legs are more tired than even the twins,” he said, his voice gruff with concealed concern.

“Then let’s sit down.” Without waiting for an answer, I dropped the sticks, plopping onto my butt and stretching the sore muscles of my legs.

Letting a deep sigh, Rainer dropped down as well, stretching his legs until the outsides of our thighs were touching.

“I was getting firewood. We need to boil more water.”

“And someone else can do that,” I said, ignoring his excuses to leave this conversation.

We were silent for several minutes, birds chirping around us, before Rainer sighed once more.

“As much as I love trying to guess what you’re thinking, Less, why don’t you tell me what’s going on? I can’t imagine you followed me to ask how my day is.”

Smiling cheekily, I leaned forward, gripping my calves and stretching further. After another pause, I looked into Rainer’s frustrated gaze. “How’s your day, Rainer?”

He tried to frown, he really did, but he couldn’t help when his lips turned up and a laugh bubbled from his mouth. Shaking his head, he said, “I have no idea what to think of you sometimes.”

Grinning, as if it was a compliment, I responded, “Well, I know exactly what to think of you.”

“And what’s that?” He asked, his thigh pressing tighter against mine.

“You want to keep us safe.” My teasing tone changed to serious and Rainer sensed the change, his back straightening and his lips flattening.

“Do you think we’re in danger?” His head turned from side to side, as if the danger was approaching at this very minute. Although, if Warner’s musing held any truth, the danger was right under our nose.

“I want you to remember that we all agreed leaving the woods was the right choice. And no matter what I tell you, I still think it’s the right choice.”

I waited for a rebuttal, but Rainer simply nodded, letting me know I could continue. Not wanting to throw Warner under the bus, considering he had no ties to any of us, I chose my next words carefully.

“I was thinking about the cottage we’re going to. And how it seems strange that Emmanuel and Elizabeth didn’t go there to begin with. And that maybe there’s something going on that we don’t know about.”

I waited for Rainer’s reaction. I expected some sort of outburst, maybe an insistence that we stay right where we were. But he continued to surprise me when he only arched a brow, his body relaxing.

Pulling his legs up to his chest, he slung an arm over them. “That’s it?”

Shocked at his reaction and maybe a little pissed he wasn’t taking it more seriously, I pulled my knees up as well, flinching when the movement irritated the wounds. Rainer noticed the face I made, grabbing my ankles and tugging my legs back straight.

“That wasn’t the reaction you were looking for,” he stated, slowly removing the touch from my ankles.

“I thought you’d be concerned. Maybe punch a tree trunk.” I shrugged and my irritation grew when he laughed at me.

His laughter was deeper than his voice, echoing against the trees and bouncing right back to me. “When have you ever seen me punch a tree?” He managed to sputter out between laughs.

“That’s not the point,” I snapped, and my tone finally had him sobering.

“Alessia, it’s not that I’m not concerned. But it was my first thought when Emmanuel brought up the cottage. Murphy and I already have a plan in case things go south.”

Dueling emotions coincided inside me and I couldn’t decide if I was frustrated that he was one step ahead once again or annoyed that he hadn’t had the audacity to fill me in. At least Warner had the good nature to warn me of his concerns.

Realizing that there was no use in being frustrated that I was the naïve one of the group, I settled on annoyance.

“And if it did go south? The two of you were just going to take off and leave the rest of us behind?” My voice raised as I spoke, growing louder and louder with each syllable.

Maybe I didn’t have a right to be so angry. We didn’t owe each other anything. But how many days and nights had I spent at that camp, waiting to get back to them? I could pretend it was all for the twins, but it was for me as well.

Rainer, intuitive as always, reacted to my words, reaching forward and grabbing my ankles once again.

“We weren’t going to leave you behind. You have to know Murphy would lose his shit if we did.”

I didn’t know anything, but I wasn’t surprised to hear the words. Murphy blamed himself enough for my first disappearance, it made sense he would struggle if something happened again. But Murphy’s feelings on the matter didn’t mean Rainer felt the same way.

“And you?” Even if there was some sort of understanding between us now, it didn’t wipe away the months he had been an asshole, all but pushing me away from the group.

Rainer turned away so I couldn’t see his face, shrugging his shoulders. “You’ve grown on me.”

My lips started to tilt up into a small smile when he continued, “Sort of like a rash you can’t get rid of.”

My mouth quickly slanted into a frown and I pulled my legs away, exerting myself as I stood up, grabbing the crutches on my way. “Glad to know where you stand,” I huffed out.

Walking as fast as I could with the crutches, I headed back toward the others, leaving Rainer to do whatever he needed to do. I was nearly out of sight when I turned back once more, spotting Rainer still sprawled out on the ground. And if I didn’t know the man better, I would have sworn he wore an ear splitting grin.
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Chapter Four


My muscles were locked tight. The throbbing of my thighs seemed to increase, spreading to my heart that beat a mile a minute. And yet, I knew there was nothing physically wrong. At least, not more so than there already was.

No, all the pain was internal, growing and growing as I took the first step off the rough ground and onto smooth pavement. I may have not recognized where we were in the woods, but this spot, I knew. Only a week ago, this path had been my salvation, and now I was back.

The others had all walked ahead, traipsing across the cement with no worry in the world except for where to go next. But I couldn’t bring myself to move. Couldn’t bring myself to take one step closer.

I thought I had been strong. Able to make it through the torture at Vex’s hands. But all the memories bombarded me and I knew I was finally about to crumble.

A soft hand reached for mine, Mina’s soft gaze on me. No one else had realized I had all but turned into a statue, but Mina had. She didn’t speak any words, only squeezed my hand, and together we took the next step.

One step after the other, we caught up to the others, Mina never letting go of me even with the awkward position as my hand also held onto the crutch. My crutches were loud against the pavement, alerting the others to our position behind them.

“We can’t draw attention to ourselves,” Rainer whispered, and even if his eyes weren’t trained on me, I would have known what he meant.

Each of my steps in the silent night was a blaring signal of our position. We were still at least a mile out from the camp, but if any of the guards were sent out to look for more people, they’d find us immediately.

Murphy came over to my side then, brushing a hand over my back. “Can you walk without them?”

I nodded my head as Aiden said, “No, she can’t.”

Shooting a warning glare his way to stay quiet, I gathered the crutches into my arms, putting weight on my legs for the first time in several days. The pain was immediate, traveling up my thighs and right back down.

I clenched my teeth through the pain, putting one foot in front of the other and mentally congratulating myself when I didn’t stumble. The walk would be easier here than through the woods without the worry of tripping over a branch or loose rock.

Aiden, Murphy, and Mina hovered at my sides, waiting for my legs to give out, but I was determined to prove I could do this. The mental hurdles were harder than the physical. And I was going to overcome both.

Rainer nodded his head once and then went to take the lead again. However, Emmanuel held up a hand to stop him, drawing all our attention.

“I think it would be best if we split into smaller groups for the rest of the way. A group as large as ours will be harder to hide if we do draw attention.”

Warner and Rainer shared a heavy look, a silent pause permeating throughout the group. There had already been inklings of distrust spreading throughout us and I wanted to shake Emmanuel, ask him if he realized what he was doing.

Of course, I kept my mouth shut. Now wasn’t the time to have that discussion, not when we were currently standing in the middle of the street like sitting ducks. And although Emmanuel’s suggestion seemed strange coming from his mouth, in reality, it wasn’t a terrible idea.

Smaller groups would have an easier chance of hiding if we stumbled upon guards from the camp. Or if we happened upon someone that had managed to escape their grasp and was still hiding out.

Finally, the silence ended, everyone voicing their agreement. The split was chosen strategically, Emmanuel, Rainer, and Murphy, each to lead a group. Emmanuel solely because he knew where we were headed and Rainer and Murphy because they both had the knowledge to figure out the directions Emmanuel was doling out.

Emmanuel refused to split from his family again, holding tight to Stephanie and Lucas’ hands. Murphy, Warner, Sasha, and Mina created the second group, leaving Rainer, Aiden, and me together. Aiden and I didn’t want to leave each other’s side after months apart. We were the only family we had left.

“Alright, everyone, head out. We’ll see you in two days.” Rainer started heading to the right, our group choosing to take the shortest route due to my wounds. Emmanuel, Elizabeth, and the twins making their way to the left.

Aiden followed suit behind Rainer, but I found myself glued to my spot once more. I knew the uncertainty that came with separation, wondering if you’d ever see them again. And I knew the agony when you realized you never got to say goodbye.

Swallowing roughly, I prepared to say goodbye to the four people before me. But when I met Murphy’s haunted eyes, I choked on the words. Saying goodbye was preparing for the worst and none of us could handle that right now.

“I’ll see you in two days,” I finally managed, meeting each of their eyes.

Mina and Sasha waved with sad smiles, entwining their hands as they turned into the center of town. Murphy swallowed before croaking out, “See you then.”

He then turned too, hurrying to catch up to Mina and Sasha. Warner and I were left, standing several feet apart in the vacant street.

“Don’t do anything stupid,” Warner told me, his signature smirk haunting in the moonlight.

“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” I taunted back, his smirk morphing into a smile.

Tilting his head over my shoulder, he said, “Better hurry up before he starts to worry.”

Glancing behind my back, I spotted Aiden and Rainer standing in the shadows of one of the dilapidated buildings, waiting for me.

“Aiden knows I can take care of myself,” I defended, meeting Warner’s gaze once more.

Turning on his heel, always the first to walk away, Warner called out in a hushed whisper, so quiet I could barely hear, “He’s not the one I’m talking about.”
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My steps were weak. Aiden hovered at my side, the makeshift crutches in one arm, while the other was constantly ready for me to fall. However, there was no chance I was about to fall, given my snail’s pace.

If it were only Aiden and I, I doubt I would have cared. Unfortunately, the third person of our little group was impossible to ignore. Even as he walked ahead of us, not once glancing behind, I could see the frustration building in the way his shoulders bunched.

We had to have been walking for several hours at this point, the sky beginning to turn pink as the sun rose. However, we were no closer to the edge of town than we had been at the start of this night. And I knew that was because of me.

Growling under my breath, I stopped walking, knowing what I would need to do. My cheeks reddened with embarrassment, hating that I had to rely on others once again.

“I need you to carry me,” I whispered to Aiden, hoping Rainer wouldn’t hear.

So far, he hadn’t bothered to check we were still following him and I hoped that trend would continue. No matter where this journey took us, one thing would never change. I hated looking weak in front of this strong man.

“Lessy, we can take a break if you need to. Or even walk slower. Or hell, use the crutches. Rainer has a gun, he can keep people away.” Aiden shoved the crutches at me, but I shook my head adamantly.

“Aiden, you know what happened in those camps as well as I do. Those aren’t some random people they armed. They’re trained professionals. One guy with a gun isn’t going to stop them.”

Aiden and I stared at each other, our mother’s stubbornness bleeding through us both. Finally, Aiden gave in, much like he did throughout our childhood. “Fine, you win. But I can’t carry you and the crutches at the same time.”

Holding my hands out, I went to grab the sticks, but a set of large hands pushed mine out of the way. Rainer was suddenly at our sides, his movements silent as a predator stalking its prey.

Before I could ask what he was doing, my legs were swept out from under me and my side was pressed against Rainer’s firm chest. The strong planes I rested against were familiar. The muscles had pressed against me before, during the few training sessions we had prior to the kidnapping. However, under the dusty sky, surrounded by silence, my heart beat faster, an unsteady rhythm I wasn’t familiar with at all.

“Aiden was going to carry me,” I told him in protest.

“I’m faster.”

I knew that was the only response I was going to get, and I knew fighting with him was futile. I may have been able to beat out Aiden’s stubbornness, but Rainer was an entirely different entity.

With the change, the three of us were able to cover more ground in the next hour than we had in the first few. Eventually, the sun was officially above the horizon, the sun bright in the early August morning.

“Let’s find somewhere to stay for the next few hours. We can try to get some sleep, as well as eat and drink,” Rainer suggested, although as he began walking toward a crisp building, I knew it was more of an order.

The three of us entered the building through what used to be a door, the glass now shattered around our feet. Once we were inside, Rainer set me on my feet and I wobbled slightly after not using them. Rainer’s palm gripped my hip, steadying me. Looking up into his gaze, I caught a flicker of worry before it extinguished.

Shaking off the knot in my chest, I took in our surroundings. The sign outside the building had been charred, unable to read, but it was clear this used to be a restaurant. The tiled floors were covered in soot and dirt, the walls still standing, not faring much better.

Tables and chairs were flipped onto their sides, signs of the rush of customers when the initial fires had started. Booths dotted the back walls, a few of them charred, but the ones that weren’t were calling my name. How long had it been since I hadn’t slept on the ground, whether with a sleeping bag or not?

“Think there’s any food in here?” Aiden asked, leaning my crutches up against a wall.

Rainer was poking around, his eyes continuously darting to the doors and windows. “I doubt it, but I’ll go check. You two get some rest.”

If I hadn’t already been dead on my feet, I may have resisted, but given the circumstances, I gladly wandered toward a booth. Laying down on the firm plush, my body sunk into the softness. Aiden laid on the opposite bench, our gazes meeting beneath the table.

“Remember when we used to pretend to fall asleep every time Mom and Dad took us out to dinner?” He whispered, and I smiled at the memory.

“Alex would complain that we were squishing him and Mom would try to wake us up,” I added, reminiscing. Every Wednesday, for as long as I could remember, the five of us would go out to dinner as a family. It was a night I always looked forward to. Even when we were all out of the house, we would still meet up for Wednesday night dinners.

Aiden laughed quietly. “And Dad would tell them both that we needed the sleep to make sure our brains grew.”

My smile turned watery as I thought of my family. All three of them had been so vibrant. They made this world a better place, especially mine. And yet, they were gone in a moment. With a single bullet, their lives were taken from them.

“Do you think we would be better off if we were with them?” I whispered even lower, ashamed of my question.

Ever since we had read those documents, the thought had been traipsing around my mind, but this was the first time I dared to utter it out loud.

“Why would you say that?” Aiden asked, his eyes watering along with mine.

“All the pain, all the struggle. What’s the point, Aiden? We know what’s coming. And we know we aren’t going to survive it.”

I mean, how would we? All we know was that a meteorite was going to hit the Earth and most likely wipe out all life that wasn’t encapsulated in those bunkers. What were we trying to survive for? For a few more months of something that wasn’t even similar to a life?

“We don’t know that this is the end, Lessy,” Aiden began. Reaching out with his hand, he gripped mine in his own. “And even if it is, wouldn’t you take one more day with Mom, Dad, or Alex?”

Tears slid down my cheeks, the salty taste hitting my lips. Nodding, I agreed with his statement. Screw one more day, I’d taken even one more minute. And with those words, I knew where Aiden was going.

“If we only have a few more months, I’m going to survive them for you. And I need you to survive them for me. Because I don’t think anyone deserves to leave this world alone.”

Both our faces were streaked with wetness, my heart aching for how much we had lost. But we still had each other. Holding tightly onto Aiden’s hand, I rolled onto my back, catching sight of Rainer out of my peripheral.

He stood still as a statue against one of the walls. I wondered if he had heard any of what we said, but I didn’t have to guess when I spotted his eyes trained on me. There was no pity in his gaze, I would never expect that from him. But there was an understanding, sympathy for the situation we were all desperately treading through.

Refusing to let go of Aiden’s hand, I let my eyes close, knowing I was safe under Rainer’s watchful gaze.
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Chapter Five


“Alessia, you need to wake up.” A firm hand shook my shoulder.

I tried to peel my eyes open, the voice hurried, but they were laden down with weight. As I came to, I assessed my body, a shiver wracking through me. Clenching my teeth, I tried to sit up, but I barely moved.

The same hand from before touched my forehead, a curse spilling from his mouth. “Fuck, Rainer, we have a problem,” the voice said, who I now recognized as Aiden.

Even in my dazed state, I knew what this was. The infection had spread and a fever had taken me. And if my struggle was anything to go by, it had come on fast and strong.

“Make that two problems,” Rainer said from faraway, his voice barely more than a whisper.

Aiden’s comforting hand left my head and I heard the crunch of broken glass under his feet as he presumably went to Rainer. I was too far away and they were too quiet for me to hear anything.

Frustrated with being in the dark, literally and figuratively, I finally managed to peek through my lids, the motion similar to sandpaper against skin. Blinking rapidly, I sat up in the booth, my head dizzy.

Black spots dotted my vision and when they cleared, the bright sun stunned me, my eyes closing once more. Tilting my head to the side to not be bombarded by the light, I fully opened my eyes.

Rainer and Aiden stood across the room, hunched behind a flipped over table. Their eyes were trained out the windows and I followed the direction with my own. It could have been the fever, but I knew as my stomach roiled, it had everything to do with the three uniformed figures traipsing outside.

They were across the street, their steps languid as they peeked into empty buildings. Through the cracked windows and smashed door, I could hear their jovial laughter and my stomach clenched even tighter.

Unable to hold it back, I bent over the booth, heaving quietly onto the floor. Twin footsteps rushed over to me and then Aiden’s hand was back on my head, feeling the heat underneath.

“We’ve got to move before they decide to check this side of the street,” Rainer said, glancing behind him.

When he turned toward me, the worry in his gaze was prominent. I didn’t need a mirror to know how I looked. I had seen the effects of fever far too often. Sallow skin, sunken cheeks, a sweat dotted brow.

The wheels turned in Rainer’s head as he struggled to come up with a plan to get us all safely out of here. Obviously, we couldn’t walk out the front doors, right into the path of the guards. And due to the sun that told me it was midday, there were no shadows for us to sneak within.

Nodding his head once, Rainer pulled the gun from his waistband. “You know how to use one of these?” He looked toward Aiden, whose face looked as ashen as mine.

“Not as well as you can, I’m guessing.”

“Grab your sister. There was a back entrance through the kitchen.” Rainer waited for Aiden to scoop me into his arms, and then the two men walked silently through the restaurant and out the kitchen door.

The crutches were left behind, but I knew it didn’t matter. If we managed to escape the town unnoticed, and I didn’t succumb to this fever, I’d ask Warner to make me another set.

As we moved stealthily among the buildings, I turned my head into Aiden’s shirt, the sun causing my head to throb. Rainer stood at our back as we moved forward, alert to any oncoming threats.

We had only walked for several minutes when Rainer cursed softly under his breath. There was no fear in his voice, only anger. “Hide her. Now.”

Before I could string together the words to ask what was going on, my body jostled in Aiden’s arms as he ran toward another abandoned building. I didn’t hear Rainer’s footsteps following and I tried to lift my head to see where he was, but I lacked the energy.

“Hey! Stop!” An unfamiliar feminine voice called out, but Aiden kept running until he stepped over the threshold of a building.

Quickly, he laid me gently on the ground, nudging my limp body until I was hidden behind a couch. When he stood up, I held out my arm, pleading with my eyes for him not to leave me. He was unarmed, he couldn’t go out there.

“I’m only going to keep watch. I won’t leave you alone,” he promised, shifting along the wall until he could peer out a slat in the blinds. Differing voices sounded outside the building, low enough that I couldn’t make out words, but I recognized the timber of Rainer’s voice.

“Aiden, what’s happening?” I whispered, my throat achy and dry.

He didn’t respond, his eyes still trained on the unfolding scene I couldn’t see. “Aiden.” I tried again, but still no response.

The voices got louder as Aiden stayed silent and I couldn’t take it anymore. Using every ounce of strength I had, I pushed my body up, crawling around the couch and getting to my knees. My head only reached the bottom of the window behind the couch, but it was enough.

Slipping a finger into the blind, I pushed it up, my eyes taking in the scene outside. One woman and two men stood shoulder to shoulder, their stern mouths facing me. Rainer’s back was all I could see of him, and my heart thundered at the unfairness. Three against one.

The woman mouthed something to Rainer, her brows arched, the only one trying to reason with the man before them. But I knew Rainer. He wouldn’t go with them willingly. And truthfully, I didn’t think he would go with them alive.

In an instant, the atmosphere changed. Rainer’s shoulders bunched as the three attackers pulled their guns. I couldn’t see Rainer’s hands, but I’d be an idiot to assume his weapon wasn’t drawn as well.

I had never been more useless than I was in this moment. Even if I wanted to do something, the weakness spreading from my wounds held my body prisoner.

“Aiden, do something. Please.” My brother’s eyes met mine, filled with indecision and fear.

Before I could beg more, Aiden grabbed a lamp from the table nearest to the window. In a second, the lamp was crashing through the glass, the shattering noise echoing in my ears.

My eyes were trained on Rainer as the crash sounded, three heads swiveling toward our hiding spot. It was a split second. No more than a blip of time. Three shots went off in succession and I squeezed my eyes tightly, unable to watch the aftermath.

I didn’t know whose gun had gone off. I didn’t know if Aiden and I were now on our own, lost in a town swarming with guards. I didn’t know if any chance of surviving had just shattered as the glass window did. All I knew was that the most heartbreaking outcome would be a world in which Rainer was no longer alive.
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Chapter Six


Minutes passed, my eyes still screwed shut. Eventually, Aiden pressed a hand to my shoulder, guiding me back down to the floor. Once I was sure the window was no longer in my eyeline, I looked to my brother.

“He’s alive, Lessy. The other three are dead.”

A choked gasp left me at his words. Only Rainer would be able to survive something like that. Although, I knew part of the reason he was still standing was due to my brother.

Mere moments later, Rainer was at our side, taking me in from head to toe. Turning toward Aiden, he asked, “How is she?”

Even though I could barely move my body, that didn’t mean I was incoherent. “She is fine. Just a little dizzy.”

The description was an understatement. If I was being honest, my entire body was on fire. My thighs burned, the red tracks leading from the wounds darker than ever before. Chills ran up and down my spine, even though I knew my skin was hot to the touch. To put it plainly, the infection was killing me. If I didn’t get antibiotics in the next twenty-four hours, this would be the end for me.

“Let’s cut the bullshit, yeah?” Rainer said softly, softer than I had ever heard him speak, especially to me.

Leaning down toward me, his face was inches from mine, his deep gaze searing me in place. “The fever is going to kill you. The gunshots weren’t quiet, which means more people are about to be swarming the area.”

Pressing his hand against my left arm, he frowned, guiding me to my feet as my right hand pressed into the couch at my side. Once I was standing, Rainer pulled me back into his arms.

“We’re going to run until we’re out of this godforsaken town and to the cottage. And you’re going to hold on until we’re there and can get you some medicine. Got it?”

That penetrating gaze held mine until all I could do was nod. My medical knowledge told me it was impossible to make it to the cottage, given we still had almost an entire two-day trek left. And yet, it didn’t seem to matter, not when Rainer spoke. His commanding voice told me there was no other option; this was an order, not a request.

Satisfied with whatever he saw staring back at him, Rainer nodded in return, glancing out the window. “We probably have at max thirty minutes before reinforcements come. How fast can you run?”

Aiden didn’t blink under Rainer’s hard tone. “When my sister’s life is on the line, I can run as fast as I need to.”

Without further discussion, the two men made their way out of the abandoned house, breaking into a sprint the second their feet touched the asphalt. My body jostled in Rainer’s arms at the pace, the dizziness in my head intensifying.

I didn’t know how long they ran. I didn’t know if we made it out of town. The last thing I remembered was Rainer glaring down at me, so familiar and yet so different, ordering me to not close my eyes. And then everything went dark.
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My head was clear when I woke. The dizziness that had tormented the hours prior had finally vanished. Something soft held my body, my head sinking into what felt like a pillow. I knew I couldn’t still be in Rainer’s embrace, his chest was much too firm, although that was the last thing I remembered.

Blinking my eyes open, the sun forced them shut. Directly overhead, the light was too bright. Groaning against the sudden pain in my head, I cursed the hope that I was starting to feel better.

“Oh my god, you’re awake,” a soft gasp sounded from beside me.

The voice was too feminine to be Rainer or Aiden, but I also recognized it. My stiff muscles relaxed and I tried blinking my eyes open once more. Red hair and a freckled face filled my view.

“Mina?” I croaked, my throat scratchy and suddenly extremely parched. “Where are we?”

I struggled to sit up, my body malnourished, and Mina gripped my elbow, helping me to a sitting position. Once my eyes adjusted to the light, I took in the space around us. The sun hadn’t been too bright, in fact, I had no way of knowing if it was even out. Instead, the light that had stunned me was a small chandelier hanging from a wood-beamed ceiling.

And the comfort beneath my body was a couch, a soft quilt thrown over my legs, and a small pillow beneath my head. This had to be the cottage. There was no other explanation. But we had been still two days out. Which meant I had been unconscious much longer than I thought.

“How long have I been asleep?” I whispered, glancing around for any sign of the others.

It seemed strange to leave Mina by herself, but from what I could see, no one else was around. The living room we sat in was quaint, only the couch I laid on and an arm chair taking up the space. An old television, probably from the nineties, sat atop a small wooden table.

The only other area I could see was an even smaller kitchen. The gas stove Elizabeth had mentioned took up most of the space, a refrigerator, three cabinets, and a two-person table taking up the rest. A set of stairs laid next to the front door, a sliding door on the opposite side of the living room that I assumed led outside. However, flowered curtains blocked my view.

Finally, looking back at Mina, she chewed her bottom lip, concern in her gaze. “Mina, how long have I been asleep?” I asked again, needing to know the answer. How much had I missed? Was everyone else okay?

My brain scrambled, trying to piece together what happened while I had been out, but Mina wasn’t giving me any answers. Eventually, she sighed, standing up from the floor where she had sat.

Resting a comforting hand on my shoulder, she smiled sadly. “I’ll go grab Aiden. He’ll have more answers for you than I can give.”

Without waiting for a response, she moved toward the sliding door, pushing the curtains aside and stepping outside. As the door opened, I heard a chorus of whispering voices, but they vanished with the click of the door.

Closing my eyes, I laid back down, trying to figure out the last thing I remembered. There had been three guards. Rainer had killed them. We had ran. After that, everything became fuzzy. I had brief memories of hushed arguments over my head, a phantom of Rainer’s warm hands holding onto me. But other than that, everything was a mystery.

The door slid open once more and my eyes popped open, expecting to see Aiden, but instead Murphy’s body dashed across the space between us in two strides. His large hands cupped my face, his touch warm.

“You’re alive,” he whispered, his forehead resting against mine.

Pressing my hands against his, my eyes fluttered closed, breathing him in. These were the moments Aiden had spoken about. Even if we only had months left, I’d take as many seconds with these people as I could.

“I’m alive,” I assured Murphy as much as I was assuring myself.

Death had come for me too many times, but each time I faced its darkness, I awoke with a new determination to survive. This wasn’t the end for me, not yet.

“Let me check her vitals,” Aiden spoke from beside us. I hadn’t even heard his footsteps, too encompassed by Murphy’s presence.

Murphy nodded against my head, his lips pressing softly against mine, before he backed away. Aiden’s familiar face overtook the empty space and I saw the fear and relief in his eyes. Whatever had happened, he hadn’t been certain I was going to make it.

I could see him fighting with his brotherly instincts versus everything he had learned during medical school for taking care of a patient. The brother in him won out and before he checked any vitals or asked any questions, I was in his arms.

The hug made me feel like a little girl again, when I needed my brother to ease away my fears and pains. The thought brought tears to my eyes, knowing there was nothing he could do or say to get rid of the fear that followed me now.

Releasing his hold, he backed away slightly, wetness pricking his eyes. Swallowing roughly, the flip switched between brother and doctor. With pressed lips, he grabbed my wrist, taking my pulse.

Once he was satisfied I was no longer on death’s door, he nodded to himself, and then began asking questions. “How does your head feel? Any dizziness? Can you stand up?”

“My head feels better. I haven’t tried to stand up yet.” Pushing against the cushions beneath me, I staggered to my feet.

A rush of nausea coursed through me, causing me to wobble. Murphy immediately reached for me, but Aiden batted his hands away. He needed to see if I could stand on my own.

Once the nausea passed, I regained my balance, standing on my own. My legs trembled from my weight, my hands shook, and my head pounded. My entire body was weak, most likely caused by the lack of nutrition for however long I had been out. Which brought me back to my questions, the ones I still didn’t have answers to.

“What happened out there? I can’t remember anything after Rainer shot those guards.”

Aiden ignored my question, still in doctor mode. “How do your wounds feel?”

Now that the blanket was gone, I looked to my thighs for the first time since I had woken up. The dark red tracks were no more, the skin around the two wounds tender and pink. The stitches had been removed at some point and the excruciating pain was gone. They still ached, as I was sure they would for a while, but for the first time since they had been inflicted, I didn’t struggle.

“My legs feel fine,” I responded to Aiden, pinning him with a stubborn glare. “Now, someone needs to tell me what’s going on.”

Aiden opened his mouth to respond, but it wasn’t his voice that carried through the room.

“You were dying.” Rainer’s voice was harsh, so rough, and yet another piece of worry I carried settled, knowing he was alright. “We made a deal to get access to the medication you needed.”

“What kind of deal?” I spun toward Rainer, who leaned against the door, his eyes scanning me from head to toe.

“It was bad Lessy, we couldn’t get you to keep your eyes open for more than a few minutes at a time. We couldn’t take the chance that there would be antibiotics here. We had to try to find a hospital,” Aiden said as he led me back down to the couch, sitting beside me.

I couldn’t hold in my gasp. A hospital? That meant they had been searching around town, the very place that guards would have been searching. “You could have been killed,” I whispered.

“And you were dying,” Rainer reiterated, walking closer until he was standing above me. “We’re all alive. We found a hospital and doctor over here,” he threw a thumb toward Aiden, “administered fluids and antibiotics through an IV. After that, we got the hell out of dodge.”

“And no one was in the hospital? They hadn’t raided the place for medicine?” I found that hard to believe. Based on the fact someone had stitched me up in the camp, I knew they had medical supplies.

“Not quite. A group of people were there, blockading the entrance. We made a trade,” Aiden answered for me.

“What kind of trade?” I asked, looking toward Rainer. Besides some water and food, we had nothing of value on us.

However, before Rainer even spoke, I knew what the answer was going to be. I watched him carefully, noting the way his hand twitched toward the back of his pants, where I knew he always had his gun.

“Our food and weapon for your medicine,” he said flatly.

For the first time since I had met him, Rainer looked uneasy in his own skin. It was like the gun was an extension of himself and without it, he wasn’t whole.

“It was an easy decision. You’re alive and that’s all that matters,” Murphy added, coming to sit at my other side and entwining his fingers with mine.

Rainer took one more glance at me before turning on his heel and walking back outside. “Doesn’t seem like he agrees,” I muttered.

Murphy squeezed my hand, my gaze turning to meet his. “Don’t worry about him too much. Now let’s get you some food and water.”

Murphy and Aiden both hopped up from the couch, moving toward the small kitchen. I heard the pop of cans opening and hushed whispers between the two of them, too quiet for me to overhear. The crackle of wood echoed throughout the room, the running stove heating up the small space.

No more than ten minutes later, a warm bowl of soup was in my lap, Aiden urging me to take small mouthfuls while Murphy gazed at me with a lazy smile. And as I sat between the two of them, I wondered if Murphy realized how impossible his statement was. Because no matter what I did, it was impossible to not worry about every single one of them.
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Chapter Seven


Afew days went by in a blur as no one allowed me to do anything. Our entire group had made it safely to the cottage, although the three of us had given them a worry when we showed up three days late.

“You can’t keep me on this couch forever,” I called out to whoever would listen, pacing the small area between the television and the couch.

As if on cue, a pair of hands landed on my shoulders and pushed me back to sitting. Glaring up at Murphy, he simply grinned, plopping down beside me. Mina took my other side and I looked between the two, exasperated.

“I don’t have a fever. I’ve been keeping food and water down. Why must I keep lying here?” I asked the two of them, hoping for a different answer than the one I’d been fed the past few days.

“Because we want to make sure you’re able to keep doing those things,” Aiden called from the kitchen.

Glancing over the back of the couch, I spotted him and Emmanuel prepping some fish they had caught earlier this morning. Frowning at the sight, I wanted to pout that fishing was a part of my job.

But I held my tongue for two reasons. One because I didn’t want to sound like a pouting toddler, although Aiden seemed to bring that out in me, and mainly because we all knew I wasn’t the one bringing in the fish.

Elizabeth and the twins were upstairs, which I learned held two bedrooms. Rainer and Sasha were outside, collecting more firewood for the stove. And who knew where the hell Warner was. If I thought his wandering habits were bad in the woods, they had nothing on here. Since I had woken, I had maybe seen him one or two times. And when I asked where he was, no one seemed to have a concrete answer.

Huffing, I slouched deeper into the couch, resting my head against Murphy’s shoulder. Turning to him with wide eyes, I tried again. “Can I at least go outside? Fresh air does wonders for healing.”

“That’s actually a great idea,” Mina said and she quickly became my favorite person in this room.

Realizing it was two against one, Murphy gave in. “Fine, but at least let me help you walk.”

Smiling widely, I popped up from the couch, holding out my hand for Murphy to grab. I could have fought him on this, I could walk perfectly fine, but I craved his nearness. His touch brought me comfort, something that we were hard pressed to find these days.

Walking between Murphy and Mina, I took in the view from the porch attached to the cottage. It was the first time I had been outside since we arrived and a calmness spread through me at the beauty.

The sun was setting beyond the trees, the mountains visible in the distance. The area was quiet, as secluded as Emmanuel and Elizabeth had promised. For a moment, I could pretend that we were on a vacation, spending time together before we would all return home.

The moment was brief, Rainer and Sasha’s figures coming into view laden down with wood, reminding me of the world we truly lived in. Sighing, I turned toward Murphy. At least his smile had returned.

And the smile was even more prominent now with his clean-shaven face. Everyone had jumped at the opportunity for a shower, finally clearing away the grime that had built up over the months in the woods.

Yesterday, I had finally gotten the opportunity to shower myself and I accounted that for part of the reason I no longer wanted to stay on the couch.

Rainer and Sasha reached the porch, dropping the wood into the diminishing pile by the door. Rainer’s gaze met mine, but he didn’t say anything before stomping into the cottage. His eyes had constantly found mine lately, yet he never said a word.

My chest expanded on a long exhale as he disappeared inside. I never knew what was going on inside his head. Some days, I saw the man from the woods, the one who loathed my existence. And others, I saw the man who had done everything in his power to save my life. A man as conflicting as the unnamed feelings swirling in my chest.

Sasha wiped her hands off on her legs, the four of us sitting on the edge of the porch. As the sun sunk further past the horizon, a chill whipped through the air, a reminder that summer was beginning to fade. A reminder that soon our world would end. And in that moment, I decided that it didn’t matter what anyone else said, I couldn’t sit on my ass any longer.
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We were all seated in various spots of the living room and kitchen, inhaling our food. Since arriving at the cottage, we hadn’t done the best at rationing our supplies. We had been living off such small amounts for so long; it was impossible to hold ourselves back.

Even Warner had joined us for dinner tonight, a shadow lurking in the corner by himself. Spooning more soup into my mouth, Emmanuel’s gruff voice filled the otherwise quiet room.

“We’re running low on food. That wouldn’t be a problem if we weren’t also low on ammo.” Emmanuel avoided eye contact with Rainer and Murphy, but I looked at them both.

Murphy sheepishly glanced around the room while Rainer glared at the plate in front of him. It was neither of their faults, but the truth of it was that we either needed more canned food or we needed bullets. Without either, we’d soon be in a worse position than we were in the woods.

“What do you suggest we do?” Murphy asked, opening up the question to anyone that could offer a solution.

Warner was the first to speak. “I’ll go into town.”

Without thinking, my hand rose into the air and I called out, “I’ll go with him.”

Immediately, Murphy and Aiden voiced their denial, but Warner spoke over both of them, silencing the room. “It’s her choice.”

His words were quiet, but they brokered no argument. Excitement zipped up my spine at the idea of getting out of this cottage, of doing something useful once again.

“You can’t go into town without protection,” Rainer said, his frown growing as he realized he couldn’t bring that protection, not anymore.

Warner pulled a gun out of his waistband, and I was shocked for a moment, before I realized it was the weapon he had back at camp. I still wasn’t sure how he had gotten it. Of course, no one else knew about this and their hackles raised at the weapon.

“Want to tell us why you haven’t been helping with the hunting if you’ve had a gun this entire time?” Rainer ground out, getting to his feet and stomping toward Warner’s secluded corner.

Warner stood his ground, looking bored in the face of an angry Rainer. “You heard the old man, we don’t have any ammo. And last time I checked, this gun only has three more rounds. Figured I’d need it for more important things.”

That shut Rainer up, although he didn’t back away from Warner until Murphy spoke up. “You know he’s right, let it go.”

After a few more tense moments, Rainer listened to his friend, backing away from Warner and sitting back down on the floor near the sliding door.

“Will the two of you be able to carry everything back?” Aiden asked, his twin gaze meeting mine, and I knew he was itching to join us, even if only to watch over me.

“I can go with them. If we each grab a bag, we should be able to carry plenty,” Sasha said, and I noticed the same look in my eyes reflecting in hers. She wanted to do something, sitting inside this cottage, however inviting, was restless.

Warner nodded in confirmation, pushing off the wall and heading toward the small linen closet that held several bags, two men’s coats, and a rundown pair of boots. “Then it’s settled. We should leave now.”

“Now?” Mina squeaked, looking out the small kitchen window to where the stars littered the dark sky.

Standing up, I set my dishes in the sink, agreeing with Warner. “Now is the best time. It’s a two-day walk if we keep to the night.”

No one disagreed this time. We all knew the dangers that awaited us in the daylight. The guards may be easier to spot, but so were we. It was best if we kept to the shadows.

Warner handed Sasha and me both a bag, the two of us saying our goodbyes. Then the three of us were off, traipsing down the dirt road that led from the cottage and to a larger road that would eventually lead into town.

Sasha walked slightly behind us while I struggled to keep up with Warner’s long strides, but I wanted to talk to him and this may be one of the few moments I was able to do so.

“You could have told them about the gun,” I started, and Warner loosed an amused chuckle.

“I don’t know these people. Why should I tell them anything?” He looked to me with a raised brow, probably expecting me to not have an answer.

“Maybe because they’re helping to keep you alive,” I deadpanned, bringing another chuckle to Warner’s lips.

“Maybe you’re right. Doesn’t mean I trust them.”

“Right. Let me guess, trusting no one is the practical thing?” I couldn’t keep the irritation out of my voice. I wasn’t asking Warner to become best friends with us, but the least he could do was try a little more to be a part of the group. I knew how it felt to be on the outside and it wasn’t great.

“I never said I trusted no one,” Warner said, his voice hinting at exactly who he did trust. Too bad for him, I didn’t believe it.

“Are you saying you trust me?” I asked with disbelief, glancing up at his face and nearly tripping over a rock in the road.

Warner’s grip caught me, pulling me close until I had to arch my neck to look up at him. “I’m saying, if it were up to me, you would have been off that couch the day you woke up.”

Releasing me once I was steady, he bent down until his face was inches from mine. “Don’t let them forget that you’re tougher than you look.”

Backing away, the two of us began walking once again, my steps slowing until I was side by side with Sasha, not sure what to say to the man ahead of me. I wanted to tell him that they were only protecting me, the same way I would protect them.

But the more I toiled over his words, I realized he was right. I couldn’t let them forget that I had been through horrors they hadn’t. However, because of those terrors, I would never be angry at their protection.

But I was stronger than before. They could protect me as much as they wanted, as long as I was allowed to stand on my own two feet, fighting beside them.
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Chapter Eight


My hand ran over dust that had collected on the kitchen counters of the abandoned house we currently hid out in. We had made it into town by walking throughout the entire night, never once stopping, only taking a rest now that the sun was out.

Sasha was down the hall, resting in one of the bedrooms. Warner had urged me to do the same while he kept watch, but my mind was too wired, my body tired of lying around.

I had already peeked in all the cabinets and pantry, but to no avail, everything had been emptied. Who knew if it was by the owners of the house or the corrupt government that had corralled this town into that camp like cattle.

Moving from the kitchen, I walked down the short hallway into the living room. From the corner of my eye, I spotted Warner, leaning against the front door, his eyes cast out the nearby window. He stood still as a statue, his chest moving subtly with each breath.

Letting him be, I took in the living room. Quilts were haphazardly thrown across the couch, a singular pillow resting next to the couch, as if pushed off in a hurry. I sat on the couch, imagining the family that had been here.

I didn’t have to imagine too hard, from this spot, not only was the television directly in my line of sight but also a large canvas photo. Six smiling faces stared back at me. The older man in the photo had his arm wrapped around the woman to his left, his other hand resting on the oldest boy's shoulder. Two young girls stood in front of their mother, her hands holding both of theirs.

Their smiles blinded me. In another world, the photo may have made me smile. But now, an ache formed in my chest. Rubbing the spot, I stood back up, turning away from the photo, my gaze falling instead on stern features.

Warner’s blank stare penetrated through me, but he didn’t say a word. The silence stretched between us until I could take no more.

“Do you think they’re dead?” I asked him on a whisper.

He didn’t need to ask who I was speaking about. “If they aren’t, they will be in a few months.”

He said it so simply. As if there was no other option. The ache in my chest blossomed, spreading to my head. How could we just accept this?

“Is that what you’re planning on doing? Dying in a few months?”

None of us talked about it. Besides the solemn conversation I had with Aiden, not a single word was spoken about the fate that awaited us. Was everyone content to accept that fate? I couldn’t imagine a world in which the people around me were okay with giving up. Where they didn’t fight for their survival.

“What would you have me do?” Warner took one last glance out the window before stepping toward me.

“Do you know how to stop a meteor?” Another step.

“Do you know where these bunkers are?” His feet touched mine.

“Or how about how to get to the bunkers?” His breath fanned over my face.

Standing my ground as he did against Rainer, I tilted my chin. “I don’t have the answers.” Taking my own step closer, I climbed on my tiptoes, our faces inches apart. “But that doesn’t mean we can’t find them.”

Warner arched a brow, huffing out a mix between a scoff and a laugh. “And how do you suppose we do that?”

This time I arched my own brow. He wasn’t stupid. He knew exactly what I was insinuating. But if he needed me to say it out loud, I would.

“There were thousands of files of information in those rooms. Probably more so on the computers. All the information we need is right there.”

The thought of entering that camp, that basement, sent a shiver up my spine. But I steeled the bone, refusing to back down from the idea now that it was out in the open. What other choice did we have?

Warner looked down his nose at me, that blank stare shielding me from his thoughts. “Your plan is to break into the place we escaped from?” His eyes wandered over my arms, dropping to my thighs, to the scars that I would carry for the rest of my life. “Back to the place that gave you those?”

I knew what he was trying to do. From the outside looking in, it would seem like he was trying to get me to back down. But even though I knew next to nothing about this man, I knew who he was. He wasn’t trying to get me to back down; he was trying to get me riled up.

“My plan is to survive.” I met his stare head on, letting him see the determination in my gaze.

I had taken a back seat to survival for too long. And it nearly cost me my life. I would never do that again.

The blank stare was no more as Warner continued to stare at me. Now, there was no mistaking the heat in his gaze. The stare warmed my entire body, and I found myself inching closer, unable to break from the hold his eyes had on me.

Warner leaned even closer, his lips a breath away from mine. Those lips brushed softly against mine as he said, “Good luck convincing the others.”
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Several hours later, once the sun was beginning to set, the three of us made our way out of the house. After Sasha had woken up, I took the opportunity to rest myself. I had nothing more to discuss with Warner. I knew he would help, as long as I could convince the rest of the group that my idea wasn’t insane.

Sneaking out of the house, the three of us quietly made our way through the streets. Unfortunately, we quickly realized we had no clue where to go.

“Any chance one of you are from here?” Warner whispered, constantly glancing from left to right.

I shook my head in unison with Sasha. “I was driving through the area when the fires started. I’m not even from Montana.”

I looked at her curiously. It was the first I had heard about her past. She was as forthcoming as the rest of us, not sharing much.

“Where are you from?” I asked her, ignoring the look Warner gave me. I was whispering; no one was going to find us from my hushed voice alone.

“California. Right on the coast.” Tilting her head back, she closed her eyes. “God, I miss the ocean.”

“I’ve never even seen it,” I told her.

Sasha smiled. “It’s beautiful. And nothing beats swimming in the water during a hot summer day. Maybe one day you’ll see it.”

The words slipped from her mouth before she could think, her hand covering her lips a moment later. “Sorry,” she added, but I only shrugged.

It had always been a dream of mine to visit the ocean, hell, to even leave the state of Montana. But those were all they would be now, dreams. And it didn’t do me well to dwell on them.

“What about you?” Sasha asked Warner.

“What about me?” He returned, not even bothering to look back at us as he continued to lead us through the dark.

“Where are you from? Why were you around here?” Sasha elaborated.

“I’m from the East Coast. Here for a business trip.” Warner peeked into a building as we passed it, but when nothing caught his eye, he continued on.

“What kind of business?” I added on, curious to know more about the man who seemed to blindly follow my plans.

Finally, he turned toward us, stopping us all in our tracks. “You two can chat about your lives all you want. But the answers don’t really matter. So, are you going to help find supplies, or are you only here for a stroll?”

Warner pinned us each with a stare and my neck prickled with the embarrassment of his chastising. Sasha must have felt the same because she closed her mouth, miming zipping them up.

I couldn’t hold back my chuckle and Warner squinted in annoyance before spinning on his heel and walking ahead. Sasha and I shared a look, laughing quietly, but continuing to follow behind all the same. He was the one with the gun, after all.

What felt like hours later, nearly every store, restaurant, and home we passed empty, we stumbled upon an outdoor equipment store. I recognized the name as a popular outlet chain throughout Montana, one that used to be in my hometown.

“Let’s check in here,” I said, already making my way through the door.

The first sign that we may have luck was that the glass of the doors wasn’t broken. Warner followed behind me, but Sasha stopped at the door, glancing at the building to our right.

“You guys go ahead. I’m going to check in here.” She tossed a hand over her shoulder.

“Should we really separate? What if someone comes?” I asked her, worrying my lip between my teeth as I glanced to the empty street.

Sasha shrugged. “I’ll yell for help. Can you get to me fast enough?” She raised her brows at Warner.

“I guess we’ll find out,” he responded.

That seemed like a good enough answer for Sasha as she made her way into the other building. Worry settled heavy on my chest, but Warner pushed us inside the store. “She’ll be fine. No one is out here.”

I wanted to tell him that we had thought the same before the three guards found Aiden, Rainer, and me. But I also knew there was no arguing with him, or Sasha, for that matter. It seemed I was surrounded by incredibly stubborn people, no matter which way I turned.

The moonlight barely lit up the inside of the store, my eyes adjusted to the dark but still struggling to see. However, from what I could see, it seemed that nearly the entire store was still intact.

Shelves upon shelves were filled with outdoor equipment, clothing, and more. My eyes were immediately drawn to the clothing section. As the weather began shifting, we all desperately needed some warmer clothes, especially after we had torn up our shirts and pants. And selfishly, I really wanted more underwear. Although, I doubted I was the only one who felt that way.

Warner and I met each other’s gaze. “I’m going to go look for clothes. I have no clue what ammo to look for anyway.”

He needed in agreement. “Scream if you’re in danger.”

With those lovely parting words, he started toward the back of the store, confidence in his steps. Making quick work of heading toward the clothing, my excitement grew at the possibility of getting out of these dirty clothes.

Browsing through the numerous coats that lined the shelves, I wondered why these were left behind. Surely, the government would have taken them, given how frigid the winters got here.

But as I grabbed multiple sizes, the realization dawned on me why so many of the winter clothes were left behind. It wasn’t because they thought they could survive the winter without them. It was because they had no intention of being here once it came. Which meant that they were leaving for the bunkers much earlier than I had anticipated.
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Chapter Nine


My bag was heavy as I threw it over a shoulder, filled to the brim, the zipper nearly exploding. I had grabbed dozens of underwear, several thermal shirts, and a few pairs of pants. My arms were struggling to hold all the coats, but I figured Warner and Sasha could help with that.

Walking slowly through the store so I didn’t accidentally trip, I looked for Warner. His tall frame leaned against the wall next to the front door, his bag as full as mine.

Once I was a few steps from him, I asked, “Did you get everything you needed?”

He nodded, taking in the things I had gathered. Considering it was still hot out during the days, it looked a little silly, but I knew the cold was coming sooner rather than later. The nights were already beginning to cool as we headed into the middle of August.

I eyed his full bag curiously. My father and brothers weren’t big hunters and I had no clue how much space ammo took up. I opened my mouth to ask if he had gotten anything else, but I never got the chance.

The space around me blurred as Warner spun my body, pushing me against the wall. His chest firmly pressed against mine. My lips parted, but Warner’s large hand was there, covering any sound.

His eyes were trained over my head, toward the door. Closing my eyes, I focused on the noise around me, trying to pinpoint what had spooked him.

The light tread of footsteps pounded outside the doors, barely audible through the glass. My eyes popped back open, meeting Warner’s gaze. Lowering his hand, he held up a finger to his lips, pulling his gun from the back of his pants.

The heat of his body never left mine, his large frame protecting me as much as the gun in his hand would. Moments passed, my breath shallow as the footsteps came closer, voices sounding.

Warner’s arm tensed against mine, preparing for whatever came our way. But the threat never appeared. We were hidden in the dark, whoever was on the sidewalk not having any reason to check inside.

Eventually, the footsteps faded, the voices gone, until the only sound was our deep breaths entwining. I let out a relieved sigh, ready to get out of here and back to the cottage.

However, Warner was still pressed against me, his posture still rigid. Dropping the coats, I lifted my hands, pressing them gently against his chest.

“Warner,” I whispered, his gaze crashing to mine.

Before he could put that uncaring façade back on, I spotted the fear marring his features. His heart beat unevenly beneath my palms.

“They’re gone,” I reassured him, pressing my fingers deeper against his chest.

In an instant, that fear was gone, replaced with the heat from earlier. Suddenly, we were too close. Too near. And it was too quiet. There was nothing but the feel of his heart and the sound of mine whirring in my ears.

I didn’t recognize the feeling coursing through my veins. The fear that each moment could be our last mingled with the attraction buzzing under my skin. And when Warner leaned down, I met him halfway.

Our lips touched with a frenzy. His right hand reached for my hair, tugging on my ponytail until my head tilted back. His other hand reached for my hip, gripping me until I was even closer.

Sliding my hands up his chest, I tangled my fingers in the length of his hair, the dark curls soft under my touch. His tongue met mine, his hand sliding up and down my side.

The world around me vanished as I fell into the passion of the kiss, forgetting all our problems and that another set of guards could walk past the store at any second. None of it mattered when his touch was setting me ablaze.

Warner reached both hands beneath my legs, scooping me up effortlessly, bringing our faces level. Breaking away from the kiss, he stared down at me, a feral smile lining his lips. My grin mirrored his. Leaning forward, I aimed to capture his lips once more, when the sound of the door opening stopped me in my tracks.

Holding me with one hand, Warner grabbed his gun, tilting us slightly so he was in front of me. But he didn’t need to bother when Sasha’s cheshire grin entered the store. She took in our position, that smile growing as her eyes twinkled under the moonlight.

Red stained my cheeks as Warner lowered me to the ground, and I avoided his gaze. I wasn’t embarrassed about the moment, but I sure as hell was embarrassed we had gotten caught.

“Find everything you needed?” Sasha asked cheekily, and I nodded.

Finally glancing at Warner, I wasn’t surprised to see that he wasn’t embarrassed in the slightest. In fact, back to the blank stare we were, except for the tiniest smirk that dotted his lips.

Gathering the coats back into my arms, I asked, “What about you?”

If possible, Sasha’s smile grew even wider, and she pulled her arms from behind her back, revealing exactly what kind of store she had been inside.

“Look what I found.” She held up two half gallons of vodka, her bag jiggling from the movement, glass bottles clinking together. “We’re going to get so drunk.”
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The walk back to the cottage took longer thanks to the weight of our bags. Even though I had stuffed mine full of clothing, it was by far the lightest. Sasha and I had alternated carrying the booze, Warner solely holding the ammo after I had learned how heavy it was.

When I had offered to take a turn, Warner had smirked at me but willingly handed it over. I could barely hold it up, the bag slipping from my fingers and nearly falling to the ground.

Thankfully, around midafternoon the next day, we were walking up the dirt path toward the cottage. It was my first time taking in the area during the daylight, given the required bedrest I had been on.

The cottage looked even smaller from the outside, the entirety of it made of dark logs. The two windows at the front of the house were covered with curtains, not allowing anyone a glimpse inside.

The space around the house was massive, trees seeming to rise from the roof and spreading for miles. To the left and right was open land, no neighbors in sight. The nearest house we had passed was at least two miles away.

From the outside looking in, there was no way to know that eleven people were residing inside. Which although the goal, reminded me of the rows and rows of people living in tents, completely unaware of what was happening around them.

Although I appreciated the relative safety of our current circumstances, I couldn’t ignore the unfairness. And the plan that I had mentioned to Warner became bigger and bigger, pressing against my brain until it was nearly all I could think of.

And that plan all started with convincing the entirely too overprotective people inside that it wasn’t crazy. I figured the alcohol Sasha had slung over her shoulder would help convince them otherwise.

Stepping up to the front door, Sasha knocked a specific pattern, alerting those inside that we were back. Almost immediately, the front door opened, Murphy’s bright gaze taking us in.

His eyes scanned each of us from top to bottom, checking for any injuries. Once he was sure everyone was okay, he smiled widely, grabbing the coats from our hands.

“I take it the trip went well?” He eyed each of our heavy bags that we set on the floor as we walked in.

Giving one last glance out the door, he shut it firmly, locking it back in place. As I walked further into the living room, Aiden met me in the middle, wrapping me tight in a hug.

“I’m glad you’re safe,” he whispered, and I nodded against his chest, squeezing him a little tighter. “Did you run into any trouble?”

My face flushed as he asked, thinking of the guards that had been outside the store. And what had transpired immediately after. “Nope, no trouble.”

There was no need to worry him, not when nothing had happened. Especially if I had any chance of convincing him to go back to the camp to steal more information.

Once Aiden let me go, I took in the rest of the room, noting that almost everyone was here. Since we arrived, most of us had been staying inside during the days, just to be safe. Mina and Sasha had taken residence on the couch, whispering quietly together, while Rainer, Murphy, and Warner shuffled through the ammo he had gathered.

When Rainer shoved a shiny new pistol into his waistband, I realized I had been right to assume Warner had grabbed more than the ammo. In fact, three other guns sat on the floor, ready for the taking. Although, I had no clue who he expected to wield the other weapons, because I knew, I for one, had zero intention.

Elizabeth sat with the twins, who were both reading books from the library in their room upstairs. Emmanuel wasn’t in the room, but I figured he was most likely fishing or gathering more firewood.

Crossing to my bag, I unzipped the top, grabbing out the rolled and stuffed clothing. Once I had what I needed, I made my way toward the twins. When I sat before them, they both looked up from their books with wide smiles.

“Are you still sick? Mommy said you were sleeping so long because you were sick.” Stephanie crawled over to me, pressing her hand against my head, probably something she had picked up from her mother.

“I’m not sick anymore,” I told her gently.

“Does that mean you can play with us? I want to pick flowers like we did before,” Stephanie said, bringing a smile to my lips.

“I’d love to pick flowers with you.” Grabbing the children’s clothing I had thought to grab, I gave each of them a pile. “I got them both some clothes to change into, figured they’d want to get out of their dirty things,” I said to Elizabeth. “There’s also more clothing for you and Emmanuel in the bag.”

Elizabeth smiled softly at me, her eyes tinged with sadness. “Thank you, Alessia.” I murmured a you’re welcome, pushing to stand, but Elizabeth reached forward, grabbing my hand before I could. “Thank you for everything. For keeping my children safe. We will never forget what you did for our family.”

Her demeanor was strange as she spoke, her eyes pleading with me, but I wasn’t sure for what. Shaking off the odd feeling, I let go of her hand, standing to my feet. Ruffling the twins' hair, I took one last look at Elizabeth, her haunted expression searing into my brain.
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Chapter Ten


The sun had set, the kids asleep, Emmanuel and Elizabeth upstairs. Which, according to Sasha, meant it was time to party. Or at least as close to a party as we could get.

“Alright, everyone, grab your liquor of choice,” Sasha said to our group, passing around the bottles she had stuffed inside her bag.

There were five bottles in total, two vodkas, two tequilas, and one whiskey. Rainer and Murphy took the whiskey to share, Aiden grabbing a tequila, Warner and Sasha a vodka, leaving me and Mina to share the last tequila.

A small fire sparked in between our makeshift circle, lighting up our faces in a dark glow. Twisting the cap of the bottle, the strong scent of tequila hit my nose and I wondered briefly if this was a good idea. It had been over six months since I had taken a drink, let alone the scant amount of food we often ate, and I suspected most of us would be drunk quicker than we anticipated.

However, as everyone chugged the alcohol in their hands, I figured, fuck it. We deserved some fun. Even if that fun came from the bottom of a bottle. Pressing the rim of the bottle to my lips, I swallowed the bitter taste, my face pinching.

Mina laughed quietly at the disgust marring my features as I handed her the bottle. She was much more efficient than me, barely cringing, and my eyes widened.

Laughing louder at my expression, she said, “I am in college, you know. I was in the middle of the party part of my life when everything happened.”

For the next while, we all chugged the liquor, everyone quiet as we stared at the fire. But as the time passed, the bottles becoming empty; the alcohol began buzzing through our veins, enlivening the night.

“You’re going to burn your ass off,” Aiden warned Murphy, who stood off to the side of the fire.

The rest of us had backed up, giving him plenty of room after he had announced that he was going to leap the fire.

“Do it, do it, do it,” Sasha, Mina, and I chanted, Aiden seeming to be the only voice of reason.

Even Rainer stood behind Murphy, rubbing his shoulders and whispering something to him, like a coach would to an athlete before a big event.

Warner stood off to the side by himself, but I could tell the alcohol was hitting him, given the lazy smirk on his lips and the glaze in his eyes.

The small fire we had started with had grown into a large bonfire as we had kept feeding it wood. And as Murphy bent down into a running stance, I belatedly realized this may actually be a crappy idea.

But it was too late as he took off sprinting, leaping with both legs and cresting the height of the flames. He was several inches above the licking fire, bypassing it easily. Landing on both feet, he immediately stumbled, crashing to the ground and rolling.

Hoots and hollers erupted, all of us cheering him on. Rainer sprinted to his side, lifting him into his arms and hoisting him up. Running around our circle, we all cheered for him, as if he had just won the Olympics.

The antics continued late into the night. After Murphy’s triumphant jump, we set up different obstacles with piles of wood, seeing who could jump the highest. Even Warner joined in the participation.

Mina and I could barely leap over the smallest stack, Aiden not far behind us. To say we weren’t an athletic family was an understatement, there was a reason we all went into the medical field.

To my surprise, Rainer couldn’t keep up with the others, although part of that could be because he was stumbling over every step. His smile was wide as he tripped around the wood, the alcohol allowing his grumpy demeanor to fade.

Warner, Murphy, and Sasha were battling head to head over the last stack of wood, which sat near my waist. Warner went first, his eyes focused and lips flat. Taking off into a sprint, his feet twisted with each other, tripping him before he even reached the wood. Landing flat on his face, we all quieted. But when he rolled over with a groan, peels of laughter echoed throughout the star speckled sky.

Sasha was next. “Ten bucks says I beat your ass,” she shouted to Murphy, getting into her stance.

“But none of us have money!” Mina reminded her, falling against me as laughter shook her body.

I held her body up as we watched Sasha race toward the wood. Her jump was clean, and I thought she was going to make it, until her right foot clipped the wood, sending her tumbling. Aiden was at her side, the doctor in him never fading even when he was drunk.

However, he didn’t need to worry. She stood up quickly, throwing her hands over her head with a wide smiling gracing her lips. Murphy was next and, of course, he made the jump easily, being crowned the winner once again.

After a few rounds of arm wrestling in which I lost to everyone and Warner won, a silly game of tag that had us all out of breath, and a game of charades that ended in more confusion than guesses, we all settled back around the fire.

It was deep into the night, the sunrise right around the corner, and the drunken haze was beginning to fade. Aiden sat on my right, my head resting against his shoulder as I stared at the fire.

“I miss my parents,” Mina said softly, the words slipping from her uninhibited lips.

Everyone was silent for a moment, none of us used to talking about our families. It was a pain we all held, but mostly ignored.

“I miss my sister, her birthday was last month. She turned twelve,” Sasha added, smiling wistfully as her eyes pooled with tears.

“Alex would have been thirty-two in a couple weeks,” Aiden added and I pressed my head harder into his shoulder.

I couldn’t help but notice the difference between Sasha's and Aiden’s words. Sasha still spoke in the present tense, having hope that her sister was alive. We knew our brother was dead.

“Do you think this is happening everywhere else? The camps?” I asked.

Although I didn’t understand the science my dad had been researching, Emmanuel had explained that because of the size of the meteorite, no one above ground would be able to survive the impact, or at least not for long. Dust from the impact would cause the surrounding area to heat, killing all life. And then the rest of the country would cool dramatically, killing off the rest. Add in the earthquakes and tsunamis and, to put it lightly, everyone was fucked.

“I’m sure they are. Rounding us up like cattle for the slaughter,” Rainer spit out angrily.

“How do you think they chose who gets to go to the bunkers?” Sasha asked, and this time Warner responded.

“Whoever has the money. That’s how the world works. Even when it’s ending, you can pay your way into survival.”

His words were just as bitter as Rainer’s. I realized they had lived a different life than I had, one filled with struggle. And I couldn’t help but notice that although I had shed some of the naivete I had held onto, I still had a lot to learn about the rest of the world around me. If only I had the time to do so.

None of us wanted to focus too long on the upcoming death that awaited most of the world, the topic changing back to the families we missed. Each of us shared stories of the loved ones we had left behind, reminiscing not in sadness, but in memory.

The only one who stayed quiet was Murphy and when he eventually got up, walking toward the woods alone, I knew he was thinking of his mom. He had always been so optimistic, hoping she was alright. But he wasn’t the same man anymore and worry settled in my chest.

Standing to my feet, I trailed behind him, stopping when he did. He leaned against a tree, blocking us from view of the others. And when I spotted the tears in his eyes, I knew why.

“Do you want to talk about it?” I whispered, stepping closer to him.

Squeezing his eyes tight, he let out a shuddered breath. “I was stupid to think she’d be okay. Living in a make believe land where everyone would be alright.”

His words were so broken, his shoulders slumped, and I hated to see him like this. He was a bright light, one that didn’t deserve to be extinguished by the cruel world around us.

Taking another step closer, I gripped his hand in my mine, waiting until his eyes opened. “You are not stupid. Before I knew the truth, I wanted to believe my family was okay. And then I found Aiden.”

I knew it wasn’t the same for Murphy. He wasn’t from the area, he couldn’t walk into the camp and hope his mom was there waiting for him. But for now, it was all I had.

Murphy reached up, cupping my cheeks in his hands. “I thought that everything would be okay. And then you were taken right from under my nose.” He swallowed roughly. “How can I possibly believe things will be okay when I witnessed you go through the worst?”

Covering his hands with my own, I pressed my forehead against his. “Because I survived. I’m okay. And if your mom is anything like you, then she’s a survivor.”

Murphy swallowed roughly once more and then his lips were on mine, taking the breath from my lungs. The touch was different than Warner’s, that was fire and desperation, whereas this was a languid caress, an emotional connection.

His mouth moved in tandem with mine, soft but pressing, and then his tongue slid across my lips, asking for entrance. Opening my mouth, our tongues tangled together, slow and sweet.

His hands skated down my face, sliding past my neck and down my hips. One hand reached for my thigh, bringing it up and wrapping it around his waist. His hips pressed into me, his hardness meeting my center.

I moaned into his mouth, his lips capturing the sound. His other hand slid around my hip, sliding up my stomach until he palmed my breast. Pressing into the touch, he kneaded my flesh, my hips grinding against him, begging for friction.

My mind was all Murphy, his woodsy scent, the feel of his new scruff under my fingers, the heat of his body mingling with mine. And yet, in the recess of my brain, I couldn’t help but think of another moment like this one. And how it was unfair to the man in front of me.

Breaking away from the kiss, we both breathed heavily. Before I could talk myself out of it, I blurted, “I kissed Warner.”

I waited for Murphy’s rejection, for him to push me away, but none of that came. Instead, he pulled me closer, rolling his hips against mine in a delicious rhythm, my head falling back on a groan.

“And you almost died. And we’re all going to die in a few months. None of it really matters.” He tipped my chin up until my eyes were locked with his. “All that matters is that a strong.” He kissed the underside of my jaw. “Beautiful.” He sucked on my neck. “And goddamn sexy woman is in my arms.” He rolled his hips against mine once more. “And as long as you’re okay with it, I’m going to take advantage of the fact that our hearts are still beating and mine’s telling me I’ve never felt this way before.”

Gripping the strands of his short hair between my fingers, his light hazel eyes searing into me, I ghosted my lips over his. “I am more than okay with it.” He leaned forward, ready to brush his lips against mine once more, but I backed away. Swallowing, I opened my heart to him, knowing he deserved the words. “And it’s because I know I’ve never felt this way before. And I’m going to chase that feeling for as long as I can.”

This time, I allowed Murphy’s lips to reach mine, falling deeper into his embrace. His hands caressed my sides, my hands running along the planes of his firm chest. His fingers trailed along my stomach, reaching the hem of my shirt and pulling. Lifting my arms over my head, he tugged the material off, baring me to him.

“Fuck, you’re beautiful,” he muttered, his hands reaching to cup my breasts.

He rolled my nipples between his fingers, my breaths coming faster and shorter as pleasure coursed through me. Leaning forward, his mouth captured one of my nipples, sucking and licking as his free hand skated down my stomach, flicking the button open on my pants.

“Please,” I whispered into the silent air.

And then the silence was no more. Shouts and yells filled the silence, my spine snapping straight and my head tilting around the tree. But the tree was too thick and I couldn’t see the others.

“Murphy!” A voice yelled.

“Alessia!” Another voice screamed.

Throwing my shirt on quickly, Murphy and I sprinted around the tree and back to the fire, but it was too late. At least ten masked men had each of our friends in their arms, their bodies limp. My legs never stopped, pumping toward the masked intruders, but my head was still dizzy from the drinks, my movements sluggish.

They were gone from my sight before I even reached the fire. Murphy halted next to me, his gaze straying to the darkness where our friends had just been taken.

“I’m so sorry,” a gruff voice whispered in the darkness and I whipped toward the noise.

Emmanuel stood on the porch, the fire lighting up his distraught features. Wringing his hands together, he stepped toward us, Murphy moving my body behind his.

“Sorry for what?” I croaked, unable to speak clearly around the lump in my throat. They were gone. They were taken. What would they do to them?

“I had to save my family. I had to make sure we got a spot in those bunkers.” He continued walking toward us, but Murphy held up a hand, stopping him in his tracks.

“What did you do?” Murphy asked, his voice filled with sorrow and hatred.

“I promised I’d take over your dad’s research if they saved my family. I had no other choice,” he begged us to understand, but I shook my head.

“And did you also tell them to kidnap us?” Oh god, Aiden. They were going to torture him again. Maybe even kill him.

“No, no.” Emmanuel shook his head adamantly. “I had no idea they were going to do that. I thought they’d just let you be.”

Murphy barked out a rough laugh. “You thought they’d leave us alone? After what they did to Alessia? You really thought they’d let us go, knowing you could leak information to us?”

Emmanuel’s dark features looked ashen under the moonlight as he realized the truth of Murphy’s words. He hadn’t thought this through.

“I am so sorry,” he whispered once more and the remorse on his face was clearer than a sunny day.

But no forgiveness lived inside of me. Not when the people I cared about were now in the hands of the people that haunted my dreams.
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Chapter Eleven


Warner

We were idiots. But I blamed myself more than the others. I had spent months in that camp, ever since the first day of fires. And I knew they wouldn’t just let us go. They had probably been searching for us, specifically Alessia, since the moment we crossed those gates.

Four bodies were slumped against the walls of the bed of a truck, still dozing from whatever they had shot us with. Considering I was a head taller than even Rainer, I wasn’t surprised the dosage hadn’t been strong enough to keep me down for long.

We hadn’t been expecting them. The others too busy sharing stories of their lives before. I hadn’t participated. I didn’t have anything to share about the shit that was my life before all this.

They had been stealthy in their approach. And since we had been drinking, all the guns were left inside. No one needed a misfire. What a stupid fucking idea. Getting drunk when we were constantly in danger.

The gates of the camp came closer, people milling about in the early morning sun. Guards were stationed at the front like before, but their numbers had doubled. I couldn’t help but smirk at that. Guess my little badass had shaken them.

Not that she was mine. In fact, I was pretty positive about why she and Murphy had been gone from the fire for so long. Although, no one else had seemed to notice. Except maybe Rainer, given the way he had been frowning toward the tree line.

But when I had her in my arms, she felt like mine. When she was reckless and stupid, running into the building where she was tortured, I couldn’t help but follow her bravery, wanting to drink in the vibrancy that surrounded her.

Rainer and Aiden jostled awake, blinking the haze from their minds. Although, the haze from the alcohol still dizzied my brain. Hopefully, that would fade soon. We needed to be prepared for whatever awaited us.

“Where are we?” Rainer ground out, groaning as he pressed his hands against his temples.

Aiden searched around, his eyes landing on the gates. “Fuck.”

“My thoughts exactly,” I said, slouching against the side of the truck.

There was no use in trying to escape now. They would chase us down in this truck, and I knew they were armed. I may be willing to follow Alessia’s reckless ideas, but that didn’t mean I had a death sentence.

“Where are Murphy and Alessia?” Rainer asked, glancing at Mina and Sasha, who were still slouched together.

Shrugging, I responded, “Probably left behind.”

“And how did they find us?” Aiden asked, and I simply arched a brow. He was an intelligent man, surely he could piece it together.

“Fuck,” he said again. “He sold us out, didn’t he?”

Again, I shrugged. That was the most logical explanation. He had been shifty since we arrived at the cottage. And he had been gone all day yesterday. I should have said something. Called the old man out. But I wasn’t one for action, I enjoyed watching.

Unfortunately, I had been watching for too long. Waiting for the moment when I could catch him doing something shady. Again, I blamed myself.

The truck came to a stop, jostling Mina and Sasha, whom Aiden steadied. The masked men that had intruded on an otherwise happy night rounded the back, not in the least bit shocked to see us awake.

“Out. Now,” the man in the front instructed, opening the latch of the truck.

I stepped out first, holding out my arms for a still passed out Sasha. Aiden stepped down next, Rainer placing Mina in his arms before jumping down.

“What should we expect?” Rainer whispered to me as we followed the guards, his hand ghosting over his waistband, searching for the gun that was no longer there.

“Probably some warm tea, maybe a five course meal.”

Rainer sneered at me, huffing before stomping ahead to walk beside Aiden. His gruff attitude didn’t bother me. What did he expect me to say? I had no clue what to expect, but it wasn’t about to be good. He knew that.

The guards at the front gate opened the door, and I counted their numbers. Not only doubled, but tripled, there were now six standing post. Each had a hand on their holstered gun, a flat look on each of their faces.

Stepping into the camp, not much had changed. The tents still lined the expanse of the area. The large building still sat in the middle. Although at least a dozen guards now swarmed the area.

The only change was the burned patch of grass, empty of the tents that had been burned by Alessia’s fire. Another smirk graced my lips at the reminder of the damage we had done.

We were led to the main building, Sasha and Mina finally rousing as we set them on their feet. The guards parted as we approached, revealing a stout, bearded man with a manic grin.

I knew the man. I had watched him from the beginning. The way he barked orders. The way his eyes searched out the threats inside. And I knew he was the man that had mutilated Alessia’s legs. The man who had almost killed her.

Anger had my skin flushing, the heat traveling to my clenched fists. His eyes scanned our group, his smile faltering when he didn’t see her. That had my anger dissipating a bit. Too bad for you, asshole.

“Welcome,” he said, spreading his arms wide. He looked between Aiden and me. “Or should I say welcome back?” He laughed at his own joke, not caring about the glares we aimed his way.

“My name is Vex and I am in charge of the refugee camp here.”

“Death camp more like it,” Rainer muttered under his breath and I nudged him slightly.

He was going to get himself killed if he didn’t shut up. And although I didn’t care, I knew Alessia would. And I had no clue why I cared that she cared. I’d blame it on the whole the world is ending thing.

“Usually, our refugees would stay in the tents. But,” his grin widened, “I like to consider you five special guests. Which means you’ll be receiving board inside.”

He waved toward the large building and I saw the fear in everyone’s gazes. Alessia and Aiden didn’t talk about it, but we all knew what happened in that building. And they knew that the five course meal I craved wasn’t waiting for us inside.

They were being strategic. We had escaped once, who was to say we couldn’t do it again? Our chances were lower if we were locked inside.

“Come, come.” Vex ushered us inside and none of us had a choice but to follow.

Dozens of people sat inside, the same image as the last time I was in here, typing away at computers. Their focus never wavered. I caught glimpses of the screens, some dotted with tracking devices, others with maps.

My mind wandered to Alessia’s idea. The information we needed, a map to the bunkers possibly, could be on those computers. But what were the chances I could get the information? And what would it matter if I was stuck inside this building?

Vex trampled down the stairs, all of us following in a single file line, like a parade to our execution. Finally, he stopped by a door, the guard out front unlocking it.

“I hope you enjoy your time here. I know I did.” His smile was cruel as we shuffled inside, the clang of the door echoing.

The room was empty, not a single piece of furniture inside. The only thing notable was the dark streaks on the floor, the obvious remnants of dried blood.

And as Mina gasped a pained sound, I knew we all realized what this room was. Now we only had to hope we all wouldn’t succumb to the same treatment as Alessia. At least, not before we found a way out.

Leaning against the wall, I closed my eyes, thinking of the woman with unruly dark hair, darker eyes, and a spirit that wasn’t broken by that fucker in this room. I wasn’t a man that needed saving. I had provided for myself for more years than I hadn’t.

But if my knight in shining armor was a beautiful woman who I couldn’t ignore, then I’d gladly wait in this locked dungeon, waiting for her to save me.
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Chapter Twelve


Murphy and I didn’t know what else to do besides leave. Emmanuel hadn’t been forthcoming with much more than apologies, although I thought that had more to do with the fact he didn’t have any answers. All he knew was that he had made a deal to protect his family and ensure their survival. If only he had cared as much about the rest of us.

Murphy stormed into the house, any buzz from the alcohol faded with his anger. I followed quickly behind him, Emmanuel bringing up the rear, his head bent low in shame.

When we entered the home, Elizabeth stood in the living room, her face solemn. “The kids are upstairs.”

I took the few steps until I was in front of her, now recognizing the sadness in her eyes from the day before. “You knew.”

She nodded sadly. “We had to protect the twins. If you were a mother, you’d understand.”

Anger bubbled under the surface of my skin and I couldn’t bring myself to bite my tongue. “Thanks to you, I’ll probably never have the chance.”

Her eyes widened, a small gasp escaping her lips, but I walked past her. I didn’t have time for their apologies. We needed to gather our things and leave before guards came back. And then we needed to figure out how to save the others.

Murphy was already filling the three bags with provisions, shoving cans of food into one, clothing into the other. Neither Emmanuel nor Elizabeth said a word, knowing they owed us at least this much.

I took over filling the bags with food as Murphy gathered the ammo and guns into another bag, slipping one of the weapons into his waistband. Within minutes, everything we needed was packed and there was nothing left for us here.

Turning on my heel, I faced the two people I had trusted. Emmanuel had reminded me so much of my father, giving me peace when I most needed it during our mornings fishing. But I knew my father. He had died instead of giving in to these people. Now when I looked at him, all I saw was a coward, no matter the reason for what he did.

“Can I say goodbye to them?” I asked Elizabeth, struggling to face Emmanuel without my anger spilling over even more.

Elizabeth nodded softly, allowing me to pass her and head upstairs to the twin’s room. When I opened the door, the two of them sat on the floor, whispering quietly together. The noise of the door alerted them and their faces turned toward me in unison.

“Mommy said you’re leaving,” Stephanie said.

I was surprised to learn that they had told them anything. Nodding, I dropped to my knees, welcoming Stephanie into my arms.

“We never got to collect more flowers together,” she sniffled against my chest and I ran my hand over her hair.

“I know, but that’s okay.” I looked to Lucas over her head, his face scrunched in deep thought.

“What if we need protecting?” He murmured and my heart broke a little more. If only he knew what his parents had done in the name of protecting them.

Holding out my other arm for his embrace, I told them, “Your mommy and daddy can protect you now.”

Stephanie sniffled harder. “What if they take us from them again?”

There was so much fear in her little voice. I hadn’t realized how much of a toll our kidnapping had taken on their young minds.

Backing away until I could look her in the face, I ran a comforting hand over her head. “Then it’s lucky Lucas has you. You’re even tougher than me.”

Stephanie shook her head, but I stopped her with a squeeze to her shoulder. “You are. And together,” I grabbed both of their hands, “together, you are stronger than you think. Never forget that, okay?”

They both nodded eagerly. Giving them one last hug, I left the room, hoping that their father’s deal saved them. I may be angry at him for his betrayal, but I truly hoped they survived. These two sweet souls had a bright life ahead of them, if only given the chance.

Making my way back down the stairs, I met Murphy at the front door, grabbing one of the three packs from his hands.

“Ready?” He asked.

I wasn’t. I wasn’t ready to give up the comfort we had found once again. But it seemed that no matter where we went, we would never be safe. So I steeled my spine, knowing there was no other option.

“Ready.”
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We didn’t go far. Walking into town before we had a chance to formulate a plan was an idiotic move. I may be fuming, ready to break into that camp and find the others, but that wouldn’t achieve anything except for Murphy’s and my capture as well.

After walking the few miles to the next house, Murphy checked the inside, making sure it was empty, and then we settled in for the day. Unlike Elizabeth’s parents' cottage, this one was entirely empty. Clearly, whoever had lived here beforehand had taken the opportunity to raid all their cabinets before they left.

Luckily, they also had a wood-burning stove and Murphy heated up some cans of soup for the two of us to eat. As the food warmed, Murphy took a seat on the chair in the living room, the house a similar layout to where we had just been.

Opening his arms, he gestured for me, and I fell into his embrace. I needed his support right now. The nightmares that came nightly always featured me at the hands of Vex once again. But this, the people I loved, the people I was beginning to care about, being in his grasp? This was worse.

“I understand how you felt now,” I whispered to him.

Murphy had blamed himself for my kidnapping. And now the guilt swirled in my gut, making me nauseous.

“We couldn’t have done anything to stop it.” Murphy ran a hand along my shoulder, trying to comfort us both, but I heard the regret in his voice.

Maybe we would have been taken like the rest of them. Maybe we would have been able to fight them off. We would never know. All I knew was that I had been caught up in the way he looked at me, ignoring the reality around us.

“What do we do now?” I asked, curling deeper into Murphy’s arms.

His hands continued to caress my back, soothing some of the ire burning in my veins. “First, we eat. And then we make a plan to go after them, just like we should have done for you.”

It wasn’t much. But for now, it would be enough.

We ate our soup in silence, able to scrounge up a few spoons from one of the kitchen drawers. Once we finished, Murphy found a knife and together we etched a map of the camp from my memory on the wooden slates of the floor.

Now we sat crisscross on the floor, debating our next move. And so far, we couldn’t seem to agree on anything.

“You said there was a gap in the fence here that Aiden and the twins snuck out of.” Murphy tapped the knife against the back of the drawing. “That’s the best way to sneak in without being caught.”

Groaning, I tried to explain again. “They probably have guards everywhere now. Plus, I’m sure they reinforced the gates after we escaped.”

He didn’t understand that Vex was, first and foremost, a vengeful man. Our escape was a hit to his pride more than the absence of any information I may have had.

“That’s all a guess. You don’t actually know they did any of that,” Murphy argued, and I threw my hands up in the air.

“But I do know! I know the man in charge of that camp. You need to trust me on this.”

Murphy was silent for a while, scanning the map as if a new answer would suddenly come to mind. Finally, he sighed, flipping the knife between his fingers.

“I do trust you, Alessia. But we can’t just go in there, guns blazing. I may be a good shot, but nowhere near as good as Rainer. And one against however many? The odds are not in our favor.”

I knew he was right. I had seen Rainer take on three at once and walk away unscathed. Murphy could hold his own, but not when he was constantly looking over his shoulder, worried about me. Gulping, I realized what I had to do. Even if I never wanted to.

“Then you’ll teach me how to shoot a gun. Two weapons are better than one.”

Murphy’s eyes widened. I hadn’t been vocal about my distaste for guns, but it had been obvious. Whenever the weapons were around, I refused to grab them. Part of it was the fact I had never held one before, I didn’t want to mess up and cause an accident. But the bigger reason, the reason I had been avoiding, was I didn’t want to be responsible for taking a life.

Working in healthcare, I saved people, I didn’t kill them. But the desperation I had avoided was now inside of me. It was us or them. And every moment I was given the chance, I would choose us.

As the thought swirled in my head, I realized I was starting to understand Emmanuel’s decision. But in this case, he was the them. And damn him for hurting us.

“That could take time,” Murphy said, his voice hesitant.

“We don’t have time. As long as I know how to pull the trigger, I can work on my aim as we go.”

Murphy nodded in understanding, dropping the knife to the ground and standing to his feet. I followed him, watching as he grabbed a gun and a box of ammo from the bag. Together, we stepped outside into the silence.

And after a quick rundown of safety measures and the anatomy of the gun, the weapon was placed into my hand. The weight was heavy in my hand and in my heart, because I knew before this was all over, I’d have blood on my hands. And the worst part was, the thought didn’t bother me as much as it should.
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Chapter Thirteen


Three days passed. Murphy and I ran out of food. And each day we spent hours in the open space behind the house, practicing my shooting ability.

After the first day, I learned all the different parts of the gun. I knew how to flick the safety off, how to hold the gun to prevent excessive recoil, and how to pull the trigger. The only thing I was severely lacking was the ability to aim.

“Look through the sight. Make sure your target is in your eyesight,” Murphy instructed from beside me, tilting the gun in my hand until he was content with my position.

“Alright, take your shot.” He backed away a few steps, giving me plenty of space.

Flicking the safety off, I took a deep breath, looking down the barrel of the gun and then squeezing the trigger beneath my finger. The shot ran throughout the space, echoing in my ears. I steadied my body, prepared for the recoil.

But even with all the preparation, a shiver still ran up my spine. Murphy promised it would eventually get easier, that I would feel more comfortable wielding the weapon, but I wasn’t so sure about that. Especially once there were actual targets, not the empty soup cans sat on pieces of wood.

The bullet missed the cans, landing somewhere in the woods behind. Unfortunately, I hadn’t even had one lucky shot. It was quite impressive how I had managed to miss every single mark.

“That one was closer,” Murphy said, planting his hands on my shoulders once I clicked the safety back on.

Leaning back into his chest, I closed my eyes. “Not close enough.”

The truth was, each day we trained, each day we waited, the others could be getting tortured. Or worse, they could already be dead.

Dropping the gun to the ground, I spun around in Murphy’s arms, his hands sliding down my back and resting on my hips. It was now a familiar position. Whenever our hands were free, we found ourselves in this embrace, stealing comfort from each other.

Nothing more happened, not like it had that night. The guilt still gnawed at us, not allowing ourselves to give in to the attraction that spiraled between us.

“Ready to go inside for the night?” Murphy asked and I nodded against his chest, pulling myself from his arms and reaching for his hand.

Fingers entwined, we walked inside the cottage, both of our stomachs groaning. The kitchen still smelled like the rest of the soup we had eaten this morning, but there was nothing to stanch the hunger.

Leading me to the couch, Murphy sat down, pulling me onto his lap. Both of us were quiet for several moments, and I knew he realized the same thing I did.

“We need to go after them tomorrow,” I whispered, hating the fear that zipped up my arms, leaving goosebumps in its wake.

“I know.” Murphy dropped his head against the back of the couch, his throat working as he swallowed.

“We could die,” I reminded him, as if he didn’t already know. In fact, the chances were higher than not.

Murphy sat back up, his desperate gaze meeting mine. “I know.”

I couldn’t tell you who reached for who. But the guilt dissipated with the knowledge that tonight could be our last night. And all I focused on were Murphy’s words, that we needed to take advantage of the fact we were still alive.

Our lips connected, want and anticipation mingling, our tongues tangling. This wasn’t a slow exploration, this was the tension between us snapping.

Murphy flipped us over fluidly, lying my body beneath his, his weight pressing down on me. My hands ran up and down his back, slipping beneath his shirt and trailing across the smooth muscles beneath my touch.

Sitting up, Murphy quickly ripped his shirt off my head, immediately diving back down for my mouth. Our hands were a frenzy of touches, skating over bare skin and holding each other tight.

“Tell me what you want,” he whispered against my lips, grinding his hips into mine.

Moaning, I breathed, “I want you inside of me.”

Maybe it wasn’t what Murphy expected, his eyes widening, before an ear splitting grin showed. “Then I’m a damn lucky man.”

The two of us rushed, stripping off the rest of our clothing until we were both bare. My nipples hardened in the cool air, Murphy’s gaze drawn to them. His hand reached for his cock, stroking the hardness before he kneeled over me.

Shifting his weight, his chest pressed against mine, his lips finding the sensitive skin of my neck. Sucking down the skin, he trailed a path down my chest, breathing hot air over each nipple before continuing lower.

His hands skated over my hips, down my thighs until he reached my ass, kneading the flesh. And then his mouth was on me, my hips bucking under the contact. With his grip on my ass, he held my body down as he licked up my slit, landing on my clit.

Finding a rhythm that had my body tensing, he massaged my ass, sliding one hand up to roll my nipple between his fingers. Moments passed, his mouth never stopping, until my core tightened, all my muscles tensing as I spiraled over the edge.

Moaning out his name, my thighs held his head in place, his tongue continuing to pull every ounce of pleasure from my body. Once the high faded, my body falling limp, he crawled back up my body, smattering kisses against my bare chest.

When his face reached mine, an adorable grin adorned his lips, my own splitting my cheeks. Tangling my fingers in his hair, I told him, “I love your mouth.”

Dipping his mouth to mine, he gave me a chaste kiss. “Glad to hear it. Now unfortunately, I hate it to break it to you but I don’t have a condom.”

His face was so serious I couldn’t help but break out in laughter, his own joy following mine, our chests brushing against each other. Smoothing a hand over his cheek, I rolled my hips against his. “I’m not surprised to hear that. But it will be okay.”

Not surprisingly, I hadn’t had a period for several months at this point. I knew it was because of the lack of food and consistent exercise, but that meant my worries of pregnancy were quite low.

Brushing my lips against his, I spread my legs, wrapping one around his hip and pulling him toward my core. Guiding his length with his hand, Murphy eased into me inch by inch until he was buried deep inside of me.

We groaned in unison, our movements halting as we took a moment to bask in the connection. After several seconds, Murphy began moving, his hips thrusting slowly into me. Our mouths moved together languidly, the desperation for each other fading as we fell into the comfort we had built.

Nothing had ever felt as right as this moment. It was as if this was always meant to be, whether amid these circumstances or not.

Murphy’s hips began moving faster, my breaths coming in short gasps as he bit down on my bottom lip.

“Fuck, Alessia, you feel like a dream,” he murmured against my ear, biting the soft flesh.

My head tilted back as he assaulted my neck, meeting his movements thrust for thrust, until his back tightened beneath my touch.

Within moments, his entire body was shuddering, his lips hovering over mine, our eyes never breaking contact as he came. Once his muscles relaxed, he pulled out gently, rolling onto his back, pulling me onto his chest.

We were back to cuddling, the position so familiar, as if we had been doing it for years. His hands trailed lazy circles across my back, his heart beating fast under my cheek.

“Thank you,” Murphy murmured after several minutes of silence.

Popping my chin up on his chest so I could look him in the eye, I asked, “For what?”

His eyes traced my face, landing on the small smile tilting my lips. “For reminding me what it feels like to be alive. For giving me a reason to keep fighting.”

I pressed my mouth against his, my smile widening. “You never need to thank me. Aiden told me that he’d take one last moment with our family over never seeing them again.” I cupped his cheeks in my hands. “You are my family, Murphy. And I’ll take every moment I can get with you, no matter what happens.”

His smile mirrored my own, reminding me of the man who had saved me in the woods before the shield had dropped, revealing all the darkness of the world we now lived in. “You’re my family too. And I need you to know that even if the world wasn’t ending, if I had only met you in a random bar, I would have chased you down.”

Holding me tightly against his chest, his hands stopped moving, all my attention on his next words. “My mom used to tell me that there were things in the world we couldn’t explain, but they were meant to be. And you, this, I know it was meant to be.”

My heart stuttered at his words before beating heavier than before, now filled with something an awful like love. Dazed from his touch and his words, I closed my eyes, lulled by the rise and fall of his chest.

I held onto his words, realizing that I liked the belief that the people around me were meant to be in my life. That we were meant to form this makeshift family, this group that would die to protect each other. And I had to believe that if the universe brought us together, it would make sure we survived whatever came next.
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Chapter Fourteen


The gun in my hand was a warning of what was to come. I knew that even if this went in our favor, not everyone would come out of it unscathed. I just had to hope that it was the guards instead of one of us.

“Are you sure about this?” Murphy whispered for the thousandth time since we had left the abandoned farmhouse.

I wanted to tell him no, that I wasn’t sure about anything. In fact, now that the camp was in view, the lines of tents begging to bring up bad memories, the only thing I wanted to do was flee. But my friends were inside those gates, my family was waiting for me, and I needed to find that bravery that sat beneath the surface.

“I’m positive,” I responded.

Our plan wasn’t foolproof, and so many things could go wrong. Murphy pulled me into his arms, holding me tight. Our hearts beat as one, pounding an uneven rhythm.

“I’ll see you soon.” Murphy pressed his forehead against mine, breathing me in, and then he broke away.

Stealthily moving out of view of the guards manning the gates, he trekked around the perimeter, heading toward the front. Unfortunately, I was no tactical specialist. Which meant this plan was eerily similar to the last. We were banking on a distraction.

I had offered to be the distraction like last time, but Murphy had vetoed that idea. On one hand, he was a better shot, and if it came down to that, he’d be able to last longer against the multiple guards. Also, Murphy had never stepped foot inside the camp. If one of us had a better opportunity to find the others, it was me.

I tracked Murphy’s movements until he vanished from my sight, and then I took a fortifying breath. My chest heaved with anxiety, my hand twitching around the pistol I gripped firmly. The bag filled with the extra guns heavy on my back.

Trying to settle my nerves, I took one last breath, and then I walked toward the back gate.

I channeled Warner, blending in with the shadows of the trees, to avoid detection. The gate came closer and closer, an imposing force, the hairs on my arms sticking on end. The back of the gate had fewer guards than out front, although a couple still milled around.

“Come on Murphy,” I mumbled under my breath, waiting for their attention to be drawn elsewhere.

Seconds turned into minutes, my hands growing sweaty, my grip on the gun lacking. But just when I was about to give up hope, decide that turning back was the better option, shouting drew my attention.

The camp wasn’t that large, but the space between the front and back was still more than my voice could ever be heard. And yet, Murphy’s loud voice reached me from where I stood.

“Hey assholes! I’ve seemed to have lost something and I’m pretty sure you have it!”

Terror was a steady stream through my veins, but my lips still tilted up in a ghost of a smile. The three guards dotting the back of the gate looked to each other in confusion, their feet planted as they glanced toward Murphy’s noise.

Murphy continued yelling, shouting nonsense about all that they had stolen, creating a list of things he wanted back. One of the guards held a radio up to his ear and then, finally, they wandered to the right, making their way to the front of the camp.

Pushing out of the shadows, I ran toward the gate, knowing that Murphy had done his job, and now it was my turn. In the dark, it was hard to make out exactly where the gap in the fence had been.

After several minutes of searching, I realized I couldn’t find the right spot because it no longer existed. They had one chink in their armor, but after we had abused it, they had fixed the issue. And now I was fucked.

Frantically searching around for another option, I knew I was running out of time. Murphy couldn’t hold the guards' attention forever and I needed to be inside these gates before they returned.

My eyes fell on the ten-foot fence in front of me and I swore under my breath. Tucking the gun into my waistband like I had seen the guys do hundreds of times, I wiped my sweaty palms on my shirt.

I wasn’t a natural climber. I hadn’t gone into my backyard and scaled the large trees. But right now, I was about to be the best climber in the world. Grabbing onto the chains, I hoisted my body up, fitting my feet into the gaps.

Slower than I wanted, I climbed higher and higher until I sat atop the fence. Due to the late hour, no one was around to see the strange girl sitting above them, and thanks to Murphy, no guards noted my movements either.

I sat for several seconds, realizing the climb up was probably easier than the climb down. Tossing my legs over the lip of the fence, I clung to the chains, trying to slowly lower myself, but I gave up after the first step. I was wasting time and it wasn’t that high.

Holding my breath, I pushed my feet against the chain, releasing my hands, until my body fell. I braced for the impact, landing on my feet unsteadily, wobbling a bit. But I didn’t fall and my ankles stayed intact.

Pushing my hair out of my eyes, I scanned the camp, trying to think of where Aiden, Warner, Rainer, Sasha, and Mina would be. If I had kidnapped people in the middle of the night, people that had stolen information that no one should know, I definitely wouldn’t place them in a tent. No, the information would spread like wildfire.

Which meant there was only one option. The large building loomed before me, that red clock mocking me. Time was ticking.

Following the path between the tents, I kept my ears peeled, the commotion out front still going on. I knew that although Murphy had distracted the outer guards, the building would be just as heavily armed. If not more so. My only hope was that most of those inside would be asleep at this hour.

Although I tried to convince myself of that, I still grabbed the gun from my pants, securing it back in my hand. I was hiding behind the tent nearest to the building when the first shot rang out.

My body froze, my head whipping toward Murphy’s location. It was too far and too dark to see who had taken the shot. My instincts tore me in half, one part begging to go help Murphy and the other pleading to save the five people inside.

The choice was made for me when more shots rang out, the five guards surrounding the entrance to the building scampering away. I couldn’t focus on Murphy right now, I only could hope that he was okay as I rushed for the door.

I went to swing the wooden door open, but it didn’t budge, locked in place. “Shit, think of something, Alessia,” I murmured under my breath.

Without much thought, I remembered Warner unlocking the doors in the basement and aimed the gun. I was close enough that it didn’t matter I wasn’t a good shot, the bullet ricocheted off the metal, the lock popping open.

I knew the noise would bring more guards back here and so I didn’t waste a moment, pushing the door out of my way and sprinting inside. Thankfully, something seemed to be going my way and most of the desks scattered around the main floor were empty.

Only two seats were taken, one by a skinny man with glasses and the other with a dark-haired woman. I held up the gun in warning, hoping they didn’t notice the way my hand shook.

“Don’t move,” I ordered them and two sets of wide eyes met mine before their gazes dropped, their typing continuing.

A rugged breath escaped me, and then I was before the stairs, pushing the door open. My feet froze. Memories flooded my brain, Vex’s cruel smile at the forefront. Phantom pain rushed through my arms and legs, a reminder of what was done there.

It was like I was on the edge of the woods again, terrified to take the next step toward the horrors I had escaped. I craved for someone’s presence, for someone to take my hand as Mina had and lead me.

But Mina was here. They had to all be down in those rooms, prisoners to the cruelty. The first step was the hardest, my entire body shaking. But once both feet were planted, I gathered whatever courage I could, hurrying the rest of the way down.

I hadn’t anticipated anyone being down here, too caught up in my own worries. And that lack of thought made me an idiot. A stocky guard stood in front of the door I had spent many nights in and I recognized him as one of the men who had roughly handled me to and from this prison.

Time seemed to slow as he called out in anger, his hand reaching for his weapon. But my weapon was already poised, never leaving my grip, and my finger found the safety before I could think.

The pressure of my finger on the trigger mimicked the pressure on my chest as the gun sounded, the bullet traveling through the short distance. The man’s eyes widened in shock, drifting from my face to the blood already pooling on his chest.

And then he collapsed. I knew the bullet had hit a major artery. There was too much blood. His eyes were too blank. And I knew I had killed him.

The shaking of my hands increased, the gun clattering to the ground; the sound echoing in the silence. I barely heard anything beside the beating of my heart, drumming out a rhythm that deafened me.

I killed him.

He was dead.

I was a killer.

The theoretical held nothing to the reality. In my head, I could take a life if it meant saving mine. If it meant saving the others. But in reality, I couldn’t fathom what I had done.

Was I a monster?

A loud banging spurred me from the dark thoughts. The sound had come from the room before me. Not knowing who waited on the other side, I picked the gun back up, trying to steady my hands.

With short breaths, I dug through the man’s pockets until I gripped cool metal in my hand. A ring of three keys were clasped in my hand. I tried the first one, to no avail. The second took several attempts, my focus blurry, but finally, the lock clicked.

Opening the door, the weapon raised, I came face to face with the five people I had killed for.
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Chapter Fifteen


Warner, Rainer and Aiden were the first faces I saw. They stood shoulder to shoulder, a wall of mass waiting for whatever threat they conjured in their heads when the gun went off.

“Lessy?” Aiden breathed in shock, bringing my gaze to him.

I knew they were waiting for answers. Probably wondering why we weren’t sprinting out of here like our lives depended on it, but cause truly, they did. But I couldn’t speak.

Could Aiden see the difference? That I wasn’t his innocent twin sister anymore? Could they see the blood on my hands, the hot and sticky thickness I couldn’t seem to shake?

Rainer approached me softly, as if I was a spooked animal. Gently, his hand wrapped around mine, the one that still held the raised gun. His eyes shifted over my shoulder to the man who was sitting in a pool of his own blood. Blood I had caused.

Prying the gun from my cool fingers, he shifted the weapon into his other hand, his fingers wrapping around mine. The tremors stopped under the force of his touch, his troubled gaze calm for once.

“You did good.” The words were a whisper, only meant for my ears.

But I needed them. I needed the reminder that there had been no other choice. I did good. For them.

“Are we going to get out of here now?” Sasha asked from the back of the room, pushing past the guys and pulling me into a tight but quick hug. “I’m glad you’re okay.”

I smiled tightly and then I hooked the strap of the bags off my shoulders, another weight lifting off of me. Aiden grabbed the bag from me, peeking inside, his brows arching. But he didn’t question it like I had, grabbing one of the weapons for himself, passing the bag off to Warner.

Warner grabbed the second gun, Sasha handling the third. Rainer still held mine in his hand and I had no intention of asking for it back. Maybe that made me a coward. Maybe I was too comfortable having other people fight my battles. But I didn’t care.

Once the four of them were armed, Aiden and Warner led the way out of the room, Mina and me in the middle, while Sasha and Rainer took up the back.

As we stepped around the body on the ground, Mina’s hand found mine, squeezing in reassurance. I turned my head toward hers, her pale face eerie in the dark. But her bright eyes, surrounded by freckles, hadn’t faded. I hadn’t been too late. They hadn’t suffered at the hands of the people here.

We were silent as we trekked up the stairs in a single file, Rainer at my back. His heat pressed against me, his feet nearly clipping my heels.

“Murphy?” He whispered.

I couldn’t think about Murphy right now. Not when the cacophony of gun shots was now gone. Did that mean he was dead? Or had he escaped unscathed?

But Rainer deserved an answer. “He was the distraction.”

Rainer didn’t say anything, but his heat came closer, his hand dropping onto my lower back as we stood on the stairs, waiting for Warner to check that the main level was still empty.

“He’d be proud of you for saving us,” Rainer finally said.

I choked back tears. Would he? I may have saved them, but then why did it feel like I had damned myself?

Warner held up a hand, signaling us all forward. I took a step, Rainer’s hand dropping from my lower back. But his touch wasn’t gone for long, his hand gripping mine until our eyes were level.

Swallowing roughly, he said, “I’m proud of you, Less.” And then he was pushing me up the stairs, urging me to follow the others.

When we all filed into the computer room, the two people from before were no longer there. In fact, the entire building seemed empty. An uneasy feeling swirled in my gut. I had taken two shots, two shots that wouldn’t have been quiet this late at night.

Where were the guards? Shouldn’t they be preventing us from leaving?

Everyone seemed to have the same thoughts, looking around the room in confusion. But we didn’t have to wait for answers for long.

Aiden took a step toward the front door, the door which had been shut behind me at some point. But his foot barely touched the floor when the door swung open, revealing a face I had hoped to never see again.

Vex’s wide smile filled his face the same way he filled our exit. A dozen guards stood at his back. And between all of them, a limp body swung.

Even under the bruises, I recognized him. His soft brown hair was matted with sweat, his hazel eyes barely able to squint open. But when he spotted the six of us standing together, Murphy’s familiar smile lit up his face.

Rainer growled under his breath when he spotted his best friend, taking a stop forward, but I pressed a hand against his chest. We were in an enclosed space. If bullets began flying, there was no telling who would be hit. We couldn’t risk that, not yet.

“Well, step aside. Let me see her,” Vex said, his voice much too light for the circumstance.

Aiden and Warner stood shoulder to shoulder, refusing to budge. But I couldn’t let them get harmed. Not when it was me who Vex wanted. Maybe if I listened to him, followed his instructions, he’d let the rest of them go.

It was wishful thinking, but it was all I had.

Rainer tried to grip my arm, but I ripped the limb from his grasp, stepping forward. Aiden halted my movements, begging me with my eyes not to, but Warner was at his side, moving him away.

He took my brother’s arm, pulling him back as he stepped toward Mina, allowing me to be front and center. I took several steps, putting a gap between me and the others while not allowing myself to be directly in Vex’s vicinity.

Once I was alone, in the middle of the two groups, Vex clapped. “There she is! The one who got away!”

Although I had tried to keep my distance, Vex didn’t care. With four long strides, he was in my space, hovering over me, looking down his nose. “You thought you were clever, didn’t you? Escaping right under my nose.”

He attempted to keep his smile, to keep his jovial tone, but his words fell flat. A frown threatened his lips. This was no longer a game to him. He was angry that a simple girl like me had bested him.

“Clever enough to break in right under your nose as well,” I responded, thankful my voice didn’t shake, even as my body did.

“Ah, but that’s where you’re wrong.” His eyes brightened again as my brows furrowed, realizing he had something over me. “Once I realized you weren’t with the first group, I knew I only had to bide my time.”

He circled my body, clucking his tongue. “You were always hovering over those children. Willing to take the beating instead of your brother. Even when you recognized my scientist, you kept your mouth shut.”

He came to the front of me again, leaning down, his face inches from mine, my body trembling with fear. “A protector. You would never leave them here. All I had to do was wait.”

Backing away, he spread his arms wide, a performer on the stage of his creation. “And so I did! You delivered yourself right to me. Now the only question is, what should I do with you all now?”

His gaze scanned behind my back, eyeing the guns in their hands. “You stole important information from me. The only question is, what do you know?”

Vex’s eyes landed on me once again, his grin manic. “You and I both know how much fun we could have finding out exactly what you know.”

I tried to keep my features blank, tried to not show my fear, but my efforts were futile. A shiver wracked my entire body, my mouth falling open in horror. I would rather die than be at the mercy of this man again.

“And this time, I wouldn’t stop until you broke,” Vex whispered against my cheek and I flinched.

A commotion of whispers and shuffling broke out behind me, but I didn’t dare turn to look. I couldn’t give my back to the monster before me.

My eyes were locked with his, his focus entirely on me. But I saw the shock of blonde hair approaching, something Vex was none the wiser to.

As she came closer, I recognized her as the woman who had stitched me up before my escape. The woman who had apologized.

Her steps were quiet as she approached Vex from behind. I saw her movements before Vex had any idea she was in the room. His arrogance, his focus on the woman who had bested him, his downfall.

Her tight fist, a liquid filled syringe inside, jabbed toward Vex’s neck. He spun too late, the needle already piercing his skin. His eyes drooped instantly, his mouth opening to form unspoken words, and then he fell limp to the ground.

I didn’t have a moment to thank the woman. No time for relief to flood my body. Because a voice screamed for me to duck and then bullets were flying through the air.
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Chapter Sixteen


My stomach laid on the floor, chaos ensuing above me. My breaths came heavy, my chest heaving against the wooden floor as I attempted to crawl to safety.

My movements were choppy but fast as I slid across the floor until I reached a desk, hiding under the surface. Once I was in relative safety, I took in the scene unfolding before me.

Vex’s limp body still laid on the floor, but his chest moved rhythmically up and down, meaning he was still alive. Probably the reason the guards were still fighting.

Eleven guards took up the right side of the room, each of them focused intently as they aimed their weapons at our small ragtag group.

Rainer, Sasha, and Warner stood their ground, refusing to take cover as they took their own aim. Bullets flew from each side of the room, embedding in the walls, desks, and computers. My eyes searched for Aiden, finding him toward the back of the group, ushering Mina’s small body back down the stairs.

Once she was on the steps, he slammed the door on her face, doing everything he could to protect her. And then my brother, the only family I had left, joined the other three, baring himself to the onslaught of guns.

There were shouts and screams thrown across the room, but they were impossible to make out over the echo of pulled triggers.

Horror flooded me when a bullet hit Aiden square in the thigh, his body falling to a knee. I clenched my fists, struggling to stay put, but I knew I was of no use out there. If anything, I’d only pull their attention, disrupting their focus.

Aiden’s injury triggered something in Rainer and Warner, their gazes colliding, unspoken words passing between the two of them. And then they were leaving their posts, rushing toward the other side of the room where the guards were sheltering behind flipped over desks. Hiding from the bullets.

The men moved in tandem, one mind controlling two bodies as they slipped through the mess, avoiding shots by inches. Sasha and Aiden were at their backs, and together, the four of them took down bodies until there were only half left standing.

All ten of those fighting now stood still, bent behind desks, neither one willing to give up, but also not willing to make the first move.

I waited with bated breath, not wanting to watch, but unable to look away. And then movement caught my eye. A limp body on the guard's side of the building started moving.

I opened my mouth to call out to the others, but then I recognized the shaggy brown hair. Murphy clambered over to one of the dead guards, his hand slipping the gun from her fingers.

He was behind the other guards, their attention never wavering from the four in front of them, and it gave him the perfect opportunity. With his aim true, he pulled the trigger in quick succession, three of the six bodies falling to the ground.

The rest of them fell quickly after, Warner and Sasha finishing them off. No more guns went off, the silence deafening after the moments of horror.

Their chests heaved in succession, their eyes finding each other, unable to believe that it was over. And maybe it wasn’t. I knew for a fact there were more guards out there. We needed to get out of here, and fast.

“Is everyone okay?” Aiden asked, his words drawn out on a wheeze, bringing my attention back to him.

Blood flowed quickly from his leg, the liquid staining his pants. He struggled to stand and in the next second; he hit his knees.

“Oh my god,” I gasped, rushing from beneath the desk and toward my brother.

“No, no, no,” I whimpered, brushing my hands over his pants and pressing down hard, trying to staunch the flow of blood.

This couldn’t be happening. I couldn’t watch him die. Couldn’t lose the last family I had. Not when we were so close to making it out of here yet again.

“Aiden, you need to stay awake. Do not close your eyes.”

A small smile tilted his lips. “I know what I’m supposed to do. I’m the doctor, remember?”

A wet laugh spurted from my lips, tears sliding down my cheeks. Talking was good. Joking was better. Maybe it hadn’t hit an artery. Maybe he would be okay. I just needed some medical equipment.

Medical equipment. Warner was at my side and I hurriedly told him to take over the pressure, searching the room for blonde hair.

She had supplies, things that could save Aiden’s life. My vision blurred from the tears as I searched the room for the woman. And I found her in the same place I had left her, except she now laid on the floor, her body close to Vex.

Sliding to my knees, my eyes landed on her hands, covering the wound on her stomach. Her breath came in short spurts. She was dying.

Her eyes were wide, tears tracking down her cheeks. My stomach hollowed as I took her in. I didn’t know this woman. But she had saved us.

“I’m so sorry,” she spurted out, blood tinging the sides of her mouth. Internal bleeding. She was slowly bleeding to death from the inside out.

Putting a hand on her shoulder, I shushed her. “You have nothing to be sorry about.”

She shook her head, tears coming faster. “I couldn’t do it anymore.” A gurgled choke sounded. “I couldn’t live knowing I was part of the reason millions were going to die.”

She started coughing profusely, more blood spurting from her lips. Her eyes fluttered closed and I held back the urge to shake her, to beg her that we needed more information. She needed to tell me where the medical supplies were. She couldn’t die. Another life couldn’t be whisked away.

She mumbled something too low for me to hear. “What?” I asked, leaning down closer to her face.

“Babe, you need to hurry up. He’s starting to lose consciousness,” Warner called, his impassive voice tinted with worry.

My heart began beating faster, drowning out any other sound, while I leaned closer to the woman before me. Her lips continued to move until I finally heard the word, “Brentwood.”

I had no clue what the word meant. Or why it was so important it would be her last words. Her chest heaved aggressively three more times, and then the movement stopped. Her blank eyes stared up at the ceiling.

Bile rose in my throat, but I held it down, choking on the bitter taste of death. But I couldn’t fall apart right now. Not when Aiden needed me.

Standing to my feet, my wild eyes took in the others. Warner still bent over Aiden, pressing on his thigh, while Aiden’s eyes rolled into the back of his head. Rainer held Murphy up under his arms, pleading with him to sit. Sasha had blood pooling down her neck, matting in her dark curls, while she held Mina’s hand tightly.

“We need to find medical supplies. Quickly. And then we need to get the hell out of here,” I all but screamed.

Everyone looked to me with wide eyes, my voice haunted and crazed. But they didn’t hesitate, the three of them that were able taking off into sprints through the building, while I joined them as well.

Maybe it was selfish of me. The logical thing would be to leave Aiden behind and allow everyone else to save themselves. We didn’t know when Vex would wake up or when more guards would file in through that door.

But I didn’t care. Too many people were dead. Too many people were threats to our safety. And if all I had left was my brother, I’d do anything to save him.
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Chapter Seventeen


The building was a hurried rush of chaos as we sifted through rooms, emptying drawers and prying open cabinets, trying to find something that would help Aiden.

“I found something!” Mina shouted from upstairs, two rooms down from me.

I didn’t hesitate before I sprinted toward her voice, skidding into the room. A room that was literally a miniature version of an operating room. A small bed was tucked in the corner of the room, a heart monitor and an IV drip to the right of the bed.

Cabinets filled with syringes, needles, medication, and more took up the rest of the space. The set up made me wonder what else Vex had been doing in those interrogation rooms. Who would have needed this?

“Go get Warner to bring Aiden up here,” I told Mina, turning toward the cabinets and finding everything I might need.

I grabbed out a needle to insert the IV, a few bottles of painkillers, bandages, a pair of scissors, and a scalpel. My hands shook as I set the things on the countertop. I wasn’t the surgeon, that was all Aiden. But I was the only other one with medical training, which meant his life was in my hands.

My head was in my hands, my elbows resting against the counter, trying to stave off a panic attack, when Warner walked into the room with Aiden in his arms.

Warner dropped Aiden on the bed, the rest of the group trailing inside the room, even Murphy. I glanced at Rainer with arched brows.

“If someone comes in here, they won’t disrupt us.” He shut the door behind him, turning the lock, and then standing guard, as if someone was going to break in this instant.

Pushing the thought of someone barging in while I operated on my own brother, I grabbed a pair of gloves, stretching them over my hands.

Picking up the needle, I approached Aiden, incoherent mumblings spilling from his mouth. I wiped a hand over his sweat slicked forehead, whispering, “It will be okay.”

I gripped his arm, inserting the needle and connecting him with the fluid bag. That was the simple part. I had inserted so many IVs I had lost count. But the rest? The rest I had no clue how to do if I was being honest with myself.

Grabbing the scissors, I cut the length of Aiden’s pants, revealing the bullet embedded into his thigh. Some random miracle had the bullet missing the femoral artery that ran through his thigh, but a massive amount of blood still spilled over his skin.

More would continue to run once I cut into the skin, especially since the bullet wasn’t visible. If I had any chance at getting it out, I was going to have to cut deep.

“Shit,” I cursed under my breath, and Warner was at my side.

“What do you need us to do?” Warner asked, arms crossed over his chest.

“Any of you know your blood type?”

The best case scenario would be to give him my own blood. But I couldn’t give a transfusion while operating. I glanced at the fluids going into Aiden’s arm, knowing that right now actual blood would be more helpful, giving him a better chance at survival.

Different blood types sounded in the room, all of them calling out their type, except for Mina, who had no idea.

Of course, Murphy was the one with B positive blood, just like Aiden and me. He was also still sitting limply against the wall, his body exhausted from whatever beating he had taken.

My concerned gaze met his and he realized what I was about to stay, getting to his feet unsteadily.

“If you give blood right now, you might pass out,” I told him, but he only shook his head.

“Am I going to die?” He asked and I told him no.

He sat beside the bed, holding out his arm. “Then let’s do it.”

I knew better than to argue with him. This whole bunch was much too stubborn. Finding another bag, I took down the fluids, setting up the contraption to take blood from Murphy and flow into Aiden. Then I approached Murphy with the IV needle.

Bending down until we were face to face, I gripped his arm under my clammy hands. “Are you sure?”

He brought his other hand up and cupped my cheek. “I’ll do anything for family.”

I bit back more tears at his words. How simple it was to him. Aiden was my family. But so were the others in this room. Which made him just as important to Murphy.

Biting my lip, I stuck the needle into Murphy’s arm, watching as the blood began pooling down the tube, filling up the bag that would give Aiden the chance to survive.

Standing back up, I grabbed the scalpel, ready to cut into my brother. Staring at the blood, I called to Rainer.

He looked longingly at the door, not wanting to leave us unprotected, but Sasha took his spot. Once he was beside me, his eyes bouncing between Murphy and me, I told him and Warner, “You need to hold him down.”

Both their eyes widened, these two tough men looking queasy at the idea. “I have no anesthesia. He’s going to wake up and he’s going to thrash. You need to make sure that doesn’t happen.”

Both of them nodded. Warner took Aiden’s upper body, resting his hands over Aiden’s arms. Rainer took the bottom half, gripping his legs and holding him immobile.

Gripping the skin of Aiden’s thigh, I set the scalpel against his thigh, years of studying running through my head. I prayed to whoever would listen that I wouldn’t nick the femoral artery and I cut. And then Aiden screamed.
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I finished retrieving the bullet and stitching Aiden up in an hour. Both he and Murphy had passed out, one from the pain and the other from the lack of blood. Aiden was now resting while I gave Murphy fluids, hoping that would help.

Sasha had a superficial wound along her hairline from a stray bullet and I stitched that up as well, cleaning the area to avoid infection.

Once Aiden had passed out, Warner and Rainer had gone downstairs to barricade the main entrance and check to make sure Vex was still passed out. That had been nearly thirty minutes ago, and they were now back up in the room.

Exhausting poured out of me as I slumped against the wall. But pride swelled in my chest. Maybe this was my salvation. I had taken a life, but now I had also saved one. Although, the thought didn’t help much as I thought of the bodies littered downstairs. Were our lives really important than theirs?

A hand touched my arm, my entire body flinching. But the touch didn’t leave, Warner’s dark eyes piercing me. “Follow me.”

I quirked a tired brow, but he gave no more of an explanation, waiting until I was on my feet and then nodding to Rainer. “Figure out a plan to get us all out of here. We’ll be back in a few minutes.”

Rainer’s eyes narrowed, his lips pursed as he wanted to ask where we were going, but he never did. He knew he wouldn’t get any answers out of Warner, just as I knew.

I followed Warner downstairs, my body sluggish, wondering what the hell he wanted to do now. We didn’t stop on the main floor, Warner leading me to the basement.

My steps still faltered, still haunted by the memories. But Warner gripped my hand, pulling me down the stairs until we entered the room where I had been tortured. The two chairs were back inside, Vex tied to the one I had sat in too many times.

His eyes were wide open, glaring at me. I took a step back, fear coursing through my veins, but Warner’s chest was there, halting my movements.

His hand found mine, but it wasn’t his touch that was there, it was cool metal. I recognized the weight in my palm. My fingers clasped around the gun.

“Are you here to kill me?” Vex spat, spit flying from his mouth.

I swallowed. “I should. You would have killed us all.”

He laughed maniacally. “As if it would have mattered. You know as well as I do that you’ll be dead before the year’s end.”

So the information was accurate. I had trusted the writing; I had trusted Emmanuel, but I still had hoped that it wasn’t the case. Maybe I never would fully shed the naivety that the world wasn’t unfair in its cruelty.

“And you? Were you going to be dead?” Maybe it was silly to expect that he would give us any answers. But it was worth the shot.

“What do you think?” He mocked, tilting his head to the side.

No. No, he wasn’t going to be dead. Which meant there was still a chance for us. Knowing he wasn’t going to give us any more information, I held the gun up, aimed directly at his head.

My hand didn’t shake. In fact, I was steadier than I had ever been before. This man had tortured my brother. He had mutilated my body, gifting me scars I would carry forever. And although I had no proof, I knew he had killed my father.

I clicked the safety off, Vex’s eyes flashing with fear finally. I took one step closer, the barrel resting against his head.

My heart soared with the knowledge that this man could never hurt me again. And then I clicked the safety back on, stepping away. I didn’t want to be like him. I didn’t want to be a killer.

I turned my back on the man, not allowing him to have the satisfaction of seeing my face one more time. Walking around Warner, I headed for the stairs, when a shot rang through the air. My body flinched at the noise, but I stood steady.

Warner walked out of the room, tucking his gun back into his pants. He stared at me. I stared at him. The darkness in his eyes seeping into my soul.

“You have a kind heart. Mine’s been tainted black for as long as I can remember.”

His words were a warning. A reminder that he would never be the man to show mercy. Taking a step forward until our feet touched, I raised up on my feet, wiping a fleck of blood that stained his sharp cheek.

“I don’t care,” I whispered and he inhaled deeply, his eyes darkening until they were nearly black.

Dropping back onto my heels, I asked, “Now what?”

He nodded his head back up the stairs. “Now we find out how we’re going to survive.”
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Chapter Eighteen


The computers were all password protected. Warner and I figured that each computer held the same information, but there was no way to access it unless we somehow conjured the correct password.

“Maybe it’s ‘I’m a psychotic asshole’?” Murphy suggested from behind us.

After they heard the Warner’s gunshot, they had all filed downstairs, Murphy finally awake and Aiden in Rainer’s arms. Murphy seemed to be doing loads better and although Aiden was still asleep, his cheeks had some color, giving me hope.

Although Murphy’s words were clearly a joke, Warner typed it in anyway, the large red “INCORRECT CODE” filling up the screen. This was the third computer we had tried, locking ourselves out of the first two. Apparently, we only had three attempts per computer.

With eight computers in the room, that gave us twenty-four chances to guess the right word. But right now, I didn’t have much hope that we would access the information.

The computer locked down, my head falling on a groan as we walked to the next computer. Rainer hovered at our backs, his fingers twitching.

“Would you like to help?” I asked him, knowing his need for control was itching under the surface of his skin.

He didn’t answer, only shaking his head, but continued to hover nonetheless. Sasha and Murphy continued to throw out guesses, Warner now only typing in plausible ones.

As he typed the next guess, Bunkers, I glanced at the clock on one of the screens. It was nearing five in the morning, which meant soon the sun would rise, as well as the rest of the camp. If they hadn’t roused from the continuous gunfire. Although, if they had any sanity, they would have stayed in their tents, avoiding the chaos outside.

We locked ourselves out again, moving across the room to another screen. “Someone here would know the answer. Why don’t we find them?”

All heads turned toward Mina, her cheeks pinking under the attention. Sasha squeezed her shoulder reassuringly. “It would be a great idea if they didn’t all want us dead.”

That was true. Throughout the past twenty minutes of typing passwords, there had been multiple pounds against the barricaded door and muffled shouts. They were going to find a way in eventually. We needed to be gone before they did.

But although Mina’s idea wasn’t plausible, her words had me thinking. Someone here would know the answer. My eyes strayed toward the bodies strewn across the floor. I had tried to avoid them, not wanting to throw up the little water sloshing in my stomach.

This time, my eyes fell on the blonde-haired woman. We hadn’t moved any of their bodies except for hers. She was gently placed in a corner, away from the cruelty she had wanted no part of.

As my eyes locked on her lifeless body, remorse coursing through me, a light bulb went off in my head. Holy shit.

Shoving Warner’s fingers off the keyboard, I hurriedly typed in a singular word. Brentwood. The loading signal circled as I waited with bated breath for the red code. But my heart soared when the password screen faded, labeled files filling the blue background before us.

“How the fuck did you guess it?” Warner asked, Rainer bumping me aside and moving the mouse over the files.

“It was the last thing she said.” I struggled to get the words out. She had done what she thought she had to do. But with her last breath, she had been brave, choosing what she thought was right over what was expected.

Rainer continued clicking away at the computer, searching for answers until finally his hand paused. One file was pulled up, a schedule listed on the screen. His eyes scanned quickly over the words, mine passing over the dates, times, and locations.

“Is that what I think it is?” I breathed and Rainer nodded steadily.

Murphy, Sasha, and Mina flooded in behind us, all shoving to try to get a view.

“What is it?” Mina asked, her small body too short to see over the towering men.

Sasha backed away from the screen, speaking to Mina, but we all listened to her words, needing them spoken out loud to be true.

“There are trains. Dozens of them filled with supplies.”

“And people,” Murphy added.

“Where are they leaving from?” I asked, trying to find the information over Rainer’s shoulder, crossing my fingers that it was somewhere close.

“Dozier Station,” he answered.

There was no familiarity to the name. Based on Warner’s blank stare, Sasha’s confused frown, and Rainer’s tight shoulders, they didn’t recognize the name either.

But Mina’s smile lit up her face. “That’s by the college. I know exactly where it is.”

Sasha wrapped her in a hug, spinning her around, laughter of disbelief spilling from her lips. She dropped Mina back to her feet, glancing over her shoulder at Rainer. “When does it leave?”

Rainer squinted at the screen, reading the schedule. “The first set of trains leave October 3rd. Then another set October 5th.”

This time there were no yips of excitement, no relief filled hugs. Because for the past several months we had lived in a world where we woke and slept with the sun, no idea how many days were passing.

But the people of the camp knew. The bright red numbers and letters seared into my mind last night as I entered the building. And I knew exactly what day it was.

“It’s September 4th. We have one month to find a way on those trains.” I paused, allowing myself to glance at the dozen dead bodies surrounding us. “Or else we’re going to die.”
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Chapter Nineteen


After my statement, Murphy found a pen on one of the desks, writing the date on each of our arms. There was no way we were going to take the chance that we would forget. Shoving the pen into his pants, he assured us that now we would be able to keep track of the date.

Realizing our time here was up, hopefully for good, we raided the rest of the building. Shoving medical supplies and meager helpings of food into our bags, Warner threw Aiden over his shoulder, the seven of us prepared to sneak out. Unfortunately, we weren’t entirely sure how.

“Maybe they aren’t out front anymore?” Mina suggested, but even her voice lacked its usual optimism.

Our shoulders touched, creating a line of bodies, staring at the front door. There had to be guards on the other side. And now that the sun was up, probably hundreds of innocent people as well. Which meant a shoot out was out of the question. Or at least it was for me.

“There isn’t a back entrance?” Murphy asked, his eyes squinting at the door. Although, I knew the slant of his eyes had more to do with the excessive bruising than searching for an exit.

None of us had an answer for him. We had walked the entirety of the building and this seemed to be the only door. But not the only exit.

As I thought the words, Warner said, “There’s a back window.”

Our gazes collided, his lips quirking in a smirk when he saw the idea in mine. Maybe climbing out a window was crazy, but what part of this day hadn’t been? The real challenge would be lowering Aiden’s body without injuring him more. But I was willing to take the chance if it meant avoiding whoever waited for us outside the door.

Again, no one spoke in response to Warner’s statement. All of us debated the pros and cons in our heads until Rainer groaned.

“Fuck, we’re jumping out the window, aren’t we?”

Murphy laughed at his friend’s statement, throwing an arm around his shoulder. “Guess we are.”

The two shared a look, Rainer looking ill while Murphy smiled as wide as he could without causing pain in his cheeks.

Warner led our group back upstairs, Aiden still slung over his shoulder. Every now and then, I saw his eyes twitch, a notable sign that he would be waking soon. Hopefully, he’d stay unconscious until we were somewhere safer.

There were no windows in the medical room, but there was a singular window in the back bedroom of the building. It faced the back of the camp, only two rows of tents and the gate sitting behind it. And right now, there were no guards, most of them out front.

“Alright, who’s first?” Warner said, slowly dropping Aiden onto the floor.

Sasha raised her hand, stepping toward the window, opening the glass, and leaning over the ledge. Mina and I leaned over her shoulders, taking in the drop. It was higher than the gate, about double, so around twenty feet.

The three of us gulped in unison. It wasn’t going to be a comfortable drop. And if anything went wrong, we could get seriously injured.

We backed away from the window, our gazes bouncing between each other, as we realized this may not be the smartest idea. Maybe a shoot out was our best bet. In fact, I’d put good money on Rainer, Murphy, Warner, and Sasha getting us out of it alive.

Turning on my heel, I opened my mouth, ready to suggest a new plan, when I noticed Murphy. He had shed the bed of all the sheets and blankets, knotting the ends together with expertise.

I quirked a brow at him when he looked up from one knot. He shot me a sly smile. “Did I ever tell you I was a boy scout? Aced all the knot tying.”

Laughter bubbled in my chest, and I fought the urge to throw my arms around him. How had I ever lived without this man?

Once everything was tied together, he threw one end out the window, holding tight to the other side. The length didn’t quite reach the ground, but if you shimmied all the way down, it was only a few feet to the grass below. And thankfully it was grass because I don’t think I’d have the stomach to attempt this if there was cement below.

Warner and Murphy both gripped the end of the blankets before Warner gestured with one hand. “Ladies first.”

Once again, Sasha stepped toward the window. She climbed onto the ledge, shifting her body outside, before gripping onto the makeshift rope, lowering her body. Mina and I watched raptly, eyeing her technique, but also there in case she slipped.

Leaning over the ledge, I said lowly, “The second you hit the ground, climb the fence and run. The longer we stay here, the bigger the chance they’ll catch us again.”

Sasha nodded fiercely and then her focus was on her hands as she slowly but surely shimmied down the sheets. It only took several minutes until she hopped off the end, landing with a silent thud against the grass, but I held my breath the entire time.

Sending us a salute, she turned on her heel, disappearing into the tents and heading toward the fence.

“Mina, you go next,” I whispered.

Guiding her over the ledge, I kept a hand on her arm until she was confident in her hold and then she followed Sasha’s path. Waiting with bated breath again, I exhaled deeply when she landed, taking off in a quick sprint.

I knew it was my turn next, but I turned to the three conscious men in the room, eyeing Aiden. The plan was great except for one caveat. “How is the last person going to get down?”

In fact, that wasn’t the only problem. Could one person truly hold the weight of the second to last person? And what about Aiden? Even if we managed to wake him, he couldn’t climb down himself.

The three men seemed to realize that, all of them glancing at each other. I expected Rainer to volunteer to go last, but when I looked at him, his face was ashen.

Murphy realized this as well and he dropped his hold on the sheets, going to his friend. Whispering low under his breath, he clasped a hand on Rainer’s shoulder. Rainer’s head was bent in silence, his chest rising and falling quickly.

After a few more moments, the two broke apart and Rainer stepped toward the window.

“Rainer’s going to go next. And then you’re going to wake up your brother. He needs to attempt it, but Rainer will be there to catch him.”

“And the two of you?” I asked because I knew they weren’t going to let me be one of the last two.

“Don’t worry about us,” Murphy suggested, and I laughed lightly. As if. My whole world seemed to revolve around worrying these days.

Warner must have seen my disbelief because he gave me one of his classic, haughty smirks. “We’ll be fine, babe. He’s the one you should be worrying about.” He nodded toward Rainer, who shook near the ledge of the window.

I had never seen him like this. Even after attacks, he was calm, cool, and collected. But right now, his entire body shook like a leaf.

Stepping closer to him, I kneeled near the window. “Are you scared of heights?”

Rainer looked at me from under his lashes, his glare less intimidating when it was filled with fear. “Everyone’s afraid of something,” he muttered.

I opened my mouth to give him some sort of reassurance, but he was already sliding down the sheets, his eyes closed. I wanted to yell that closing your eyes was a terrible idea while climbing, but knew he wouldn’t appreciate it, as well as I couldn’t draw attention to what we were doing.

“Go wake your brother,” Warner instructed and I took one last glance at Rainer before following the orders.

Leaning over Aiden’s body, I shook him softly, whispering his name. It only took several seconds and then his eyes were peeling open, his face groggy.

“Lessy? What’s going on? Where are we?” He tried to stand to his feet, but I pressed a firm hand on his shoulder.

“Plenty of time for questions later. Right now, you’re going to climb down a rope.”

Aiden’s eyes widened, shifting around the unfamiliar room, before landing back on me. Squeezing both shoulders in my hands, I stared at him. “Do not freak out. You are safe, I’m safe, and that’s all that matters.”

I glanced over my shoulder, Murphy throwing me a thumbs up. “But right now you’re going to climb out that window and then I’ll be right after you.”

Hooking my arms under his shoulders, I didn’t wait for a response, guiding him to his feet and toward the window. He was a little sluggish, his movements slow, but I had to hope that even if he slipped, Rainer would be there to catch him.

Aiden focused on the task at hand, sliding onto the sheets, his grip slick but steady. My hands twisted together as he lowered himself. He was about halfway down when his grip slipped, his body flailing in the air.

Rainer squatted as he watched, catching Aiden’s body on the way down. The two of them tumbled to the ground, Aiden on top of Rainer. I gasped, leaning over the edge of the window, praying they would be okay.

Seconds passed and then the two of them stood, Rainer holding Aiden’s weight. Shooting his gaze to mine, he threw me a salute, and then the two of them were off toward the fence.

“You’re up,” Warner said, gently pushing the sheets into my hands.

I climbed over the lip of the window, the material bunched tightly in my hands, and then I let my feet go, holding on with all my might. Murphy and Warner both looked at me as I began lowering myself.

“Don’t do anything stupid,” I whispered, holding both of their eyes.

I couldn’t survive if something happened to either of them. Not after everything we had already survived.

“Wouldn’t dream of it,” Murphy told me, the blue and purple shades of his face not taking away from his sweet smile.

“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” Warner said with a smirk.

Shaking my head at him, I lowered myself the rest of the way, jumping the short distance and landing on the grass. With one last glance at the two men, I turned on my heel, hightailing it out of there, hoping I’d never have to step foot in this place again.
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Chapter Twenty


Exhaustion tainted our bodies. Feet dragged sluggishly against pavement, the cheery sun contrasting our drooping eyelids.

Murphy and Warner had made it out of the window safely, the seven of us meeting in the woods outside the camp, none the wiser to our movements. Eventually, they’d break back into the building and see that we were gone and the destruction we had left behind.

But it would take them a while to appoint a new leader to take Vex’s position. It didn’t really matter though. All we had to do was survive out here for a month and then we’d be on those trains, headed for safety.

“Are we going to stop soon?” Sasha asked Rainer.

Now that he was back on two feet, he was in his comfort zone, leading our group through the vacant town. We weren’t being very discreet, not even bothering to keep behind buildings. At this point, we had four guns, and any guards we saw outside the walls of the camp had little chance of escaping alive.

“We need to find safe shelter. Then we can stop,” Rainer responded to her, continuing to peek inside different homes and stores along the sidewalk.

Sasha groaned, stopping in her tracks. Mina and I slowed with her, which had Aiden, Murphy, and Warner stopping. Once Rainer realized we were no longer following, he turned on his heel, crossing his arms over his chest.

“Is there a reason we’re stopping?” He barked out, and I knew I wasn’t the only one rolling my eyes at his attitude.

“Raise your hand if you haven’t slept in the last twenty-four hours,” Sasha remarked.

In unison, six hands raised in the air. Rainer was the only one who stubbornly kept his arms crossed, even though we all knew he hadn’t either, the purple bruises under his eyes not caused by a beating.

I took a step toward Rainer, recognizing the look in his eyes. He didn’t want to stop. He was in overprotective mode, his eyes never leaving Murphy for long. I knew he didn’t want anyone else to get hurt.

“Rainer,” I began on a low whisper, “we’ve passed dozens of empty houses. No one is coming after us today. So, let’s find some place we can all sleep for a couple hours. Then you can lead us around town for hours until you find somewhere safe.”

He stared me down, refusing to give in. But I didn’t back down, tilting my chin up. Minutes passed and finally, he uncrossed his arms, breathing out a stressful sigh.

“Fine. Lead the way.” He gestured with his hand and I gave him a small smile.

Sasha was less tactful. “Thank god! You were going to drive us into the ground at this rate.”

Turning on her heel, she walked into the house directly at our backs. The rest of us filed in after her. The living room we entered was bright, all the windows open to let the sun in.

Mina swiftly walked to each window, closing the blinds and curtains. A staircase led upstairs and I assumed there would be bedrooms up there.

Aiden threw an arm over my shoulder and I helped him up the stairs, although he was carrying most of his weight now. There were three bedrooms upstairs, two with large beds and one with a set of bunk beds. I led Aiden into the room with the bunk beds, lowering him onto the lower section.

Once he was on the bed, I pulled the bag off my shoulder, fumbling around for pain medicine.

“Can I check your leg?” I asked him and he nodded.

Peeling off the bandage, we both looked at the stitched skin. The stitches were in a perfectly straight line, years of practice coming in handy. Clear liquid spilled out of the wound, but otherwise, there were no signs of infection. I breathed a sigh of relief.

“I can’t believe you operated on me,” Aiden said on a laugh.

I glanced up at him, his shining eyes and wide smile calming my heart. “I can’t believe it either. I thought I was going to hit your artery,” I admitted on a smile.

Aiden continued to laugh. “Nah, you’re too smart for that, Lessy.”

I quirked a brow. “Smarter than you?”

He shoved my shoulder. “Not that smart.”

Rolling my eyes at his teasing, I began re-bandaging his leg. Once I finished, I held out the painkillers as well as some antibiotics. “Take these, and I’ll give you some more in a couple of hours.”

He held up a thumb, smiling widely. “You got it, doc.”

Pushing off the floor, I paused before leaning down and wrapping him in a tight hug. The adrenaline from the past few hours was fading, and tears pooled in my eyes. “I thought I was going to lose you.”

Aiden returned my embrace, his own voice choked when he said, “Not a chance. We’re going to survive this.”

I hoped he was right.

“Are you going to get some rest?” He asked, tapping his hand against the bunk above his head.

“I will in a bit. I want to check on the others first, you weren’t the only one injured, you know.”

Aiden loosed a laugh. “But I’m your favorite patient.”

I tilted my head from side to side in consideration. “I think Mina is my favorite patient. She’s the nicest to me.”

He rolled his eyes and I backed out of the room, leaving him to sleep. Checking the room next door, I spotted Mina and Sasha climbing into the bed.

Leaning against the doorframe, I asked, “How does your head feel?”

Sasha touched the bandaged skin above her ear, as if forgetting it was there. “I’m all good. Thank you for fixing it up.”

“You’re welcome. If you need any pain killers, let me know.”

Sasha agreed she would before climbing into the bed. Mina walked toward the door, holding her arms out, and I pulled her into a hug.

“I’m glad you’re okay,” I whispered against the top of her head.

“Me too.” She pulled away and I left the two of them, going to the final room.

Murphy laid on the bed alone. Glancing behind me, I didn’t spot Warner or Rainer. I hesitated for a moment, but when Murphy held out an arm, I shut the door behind me, climbing into his embrace.

As I nuzzled into his chest, the walls around my emotions fell, the tears I held back falling freely down my cheeks. His hand ran soothingly up and down my back, soft words whispered in my ear.

“I should be comforting you,” I sputtered through the tears.

“Having you safe and in my arms? That’s the only comfort I need.”

I had no idea how long we stayed like that, wrapped in each other’s arms, creating a bubble of safety for only the two of us. Eventually, Murphy’s chest rose in a solid rhythm and I knew he was asleep.

I wanted to stay in his arms, fall asleep with him wrapped around me, but I couldn’t find sleep. Untangling myself, I crawled off the bed. When I reached the door, I took one last look at him.

The bruises looked harsher in the dark, his face swollen from his lips to his eyes. But the injuries would fade. All that mattered was that he was alive.

The thought that he could have been killed nearly brought me to my knees, more tears streaming down my cheeks. And I knew in that moment, the way my heart broke at merely the thought of his death, that I loved this man.

The thought equally elated and frightened me. I knew there could be worse men to love and Murphy was one of the best. But in this world, love was a scary thing. I had already lost people that I loved, picking up the pieces of my soul that broke with their deaths.

And I feared that if I lost one more, I would no longer be able to put the pieces back together, completely and utterly shattered.
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Chapter Twenty-One


“Where’s Warner?” I asked as I landed on the last step of the stairs.

Rainer sat on the couch, a gun dangling from one hand, his head resting in the other. His head raised at my question, the circles under his eyes darker than before.

“Went out to find some food. We’re going to need more if we have to wait a month for the trains.”

I slowly stepped off the stairs, wandering into the living room and taking a seat beside Rainer, a notable gap of space between us.

“You didn’t go with him?” I knew the two of them butted heads, but it seemed that Rainer would be adamant against someone traipsing through town on their own.

He chuckled humorlessly. “He can take care of himself. Plus, someone has to keep watch over everyone else, right?”

Anger tinted his words, something deeper under the surface that he wasn’t saying. I hesitated in silence. I debated asking him if everything was alright, knowing Rainer wasn’t one for deep conversations. And if I asked, it could easily end with him telling me to screw off.

But his eyes looked so sad. His shoulders were slouched, none of the man I had come to know peeking through.

“Are you okay?” I finally asked on a whisper, reaching a hand out to gently rest on his thigh.

Rainer stared at my hand for several moments before falling back against the couch, his head lolling against the cushions.

Turning to face me, he said, “I thought I could keep us all safe.”

Lines formed between my eyes as my brow furrowed. “We are all safe.”

I didn’t understand what he meant. How did he not see what the rest of us saw? What I saw? He had done everything he hoped, keeping us all safe for seven months.

Rainer looked at me with a droll expression. “Murphy was nearly beaten to death. Your brother almost died. You almost died. In what world is that safe?”

He laughed again, so much angst in the simple sound. And for the first time, I realized the tough man was only a façade. The asshole wasn’t the real Rainer; it was simply a mask for his fear.

Squeezing his leg under my hand, I dared him to look my way again. “The key word is almost. We’re all alive, Rainer. And as much as I hate to admit it,” I smiled wryly, “that’s because of you.”

Rainer continued to stare at me and I took a deep breath before giving him the words he had given me. “I’m proud of you.”

The air around us shifted with my words. The desperation in his eyes faded, the fear slipping away, as he looked at me with something I could only describe as adoration.

In that moment, I no longer saw the man who I could have sworn hated me. I didn’t see the man who was living out his wilderness dreams. No, I saw a mirror of my own reflection. Someone who was terrified of what every new day brought, but rose to the occasion if only to protect those around him.

The gap between us lessened, his body leaning toward mine. My hand still rested on his thigh as his hand reached up to cup my face. There were no more words shared between us.

His lips ghosted over mine. A breath, a whisper, and then he was gone. But the touch haunted me, leaving behind an imprint I would never forget.

The clearing of a throat had us jolting apart, my hand snatching away from his thigh as his hand dropped from my cheek. Turning toward the noise, I spotted Murphy, his hair askew from sleep.

He hadn’t been resting for long and I worried something was wrong. But then I noticed the small smile on his full lips, the brightness in his eyes. If I had any worries about Murphy’s feelings, they all washed away.

I returned the smile, holding out a hand. Murphy sauntered over to the couch, squeezing his body into the small space between Rainer and me. Slinging an arm over both our shoulders, he pulled us in tight.

I cuddled into the space, but Rainer pinched Murphy’s side, eliciting a yelp. “Ow, you asshole, what was that for?”

Rainer pulled out from under Murphy’s arm. “You smell terrible. Less is just too nice to tell you.”

Murphy looked down at me with a frown, but I only shrugged. He didn’t smell terrible to me. Although, we could probably all benefit from a shower. If only that was a possibility.

“Let’s be honest, we all probably smell,” I deadpanned.

Murphy leaned down, sniffing my neck like a dog, before doing the same to Rainer. Rainer shoved his head away, Murphy breaking out in laughter.

The joyful sound had Rainer and me laughing as well, the three of us leaning against the couch cushions, an easiness surrounding the space.

Murphy sighed with content. “Two of my favorite people in one place. Doesn’t get much better than this.”

“If only people stopped trying to kidnap us,” Rainer said.

I glanced at him with wide eyes, my mouth agape. “Did you just make a joke?”

Murphy laughed at my teasing and Rainer rolled his eyes, muttering, “Little shit.”

His muttering had our laughter bellowing, my stomach cramping from the ache. Months ago, I never thought I’d laugh like this again. That my smile would stretch my cheeks. But these men, these people, were teaching me how to find the light in even the darkest of times.

“I can imagine you two growing up. All the trouble you got into,” I said, and the two shared a kindred smile.

“Remember when we snuck out of your house to toilet paper my house?” Rainer asked Murphy.

Murphy closed his eyes, imagining the moment, his smile bright. “My mom was so mad we snuck out, but she couldn’t stay mad once she realized we pranked your house instead.”

“And my parents were convinced it was the kids down the street, the ones that used to egg cars,” Rainer continued.

The two reminisced for a while longer, sharing long ago stories about all the trouble they had gotten into, while I listened, loving the fact I got to learn more about them.

Eventually, as it always did, the happiness faded, the sorrow replacing the joy.

“Where do you think they are now?” Murphy asked.

This time, Rainer threw an arm around his shoulder, pulling Murphy into his side. “I’m sure they’re together. My parents wouldn’t leave Josie behind.”

Murphy seemed to take comfort in that statement. “I wish they knew what was going on. That they had a chance.”

He said the words like it was a done deal. That there were no other options. I tracked the living room, spotting photos of the family that had lived here, just like the other house. The unfairness of the situation hit me in the chest once again.

Why couldn’t there be other options? Why were we the only people in the world that had a choice, the opportunity to fight for our survival?

Ideas formed in my head and Murphy clicked his tongue. “I know that face. What’s going on in here?” He tapped my temple.

As the ideas blossomed, I wasn’t able to sit, standing up and pacing in front of them. We couldn’t save everyone, I knew that, even if it killed me. They had already created the bunkers, and there wasn’t enough space for the entirety of the continent.

But that didn’t mean everyone didn’t deserve a chance. Or, hell, at least deserve to know that they only had a few months left. Everyone deserved the opportunity to say goodbye.

“We need to tell everyone. Tell the world about the meteor. About the bunkers.” The words spilled out of me with excitement, my feet continuing to carry me across the small room.

Murphy stood up then, halting my movement with hands on my shoulder. “I wish I could tell my mom, you know I do. But, Alessia, that’s not realistic.”

I shook my head in denial. Maybe it wasn’t easy, but it was possible. And I knew exactly how we could do it.

“How many times did you hack into that radio tower in the woods?” I demanded of Murphy.

He shrugged his shoulders. “Maybe a dozen times.”

“There’s a radio in town. Why not hack into that one? Send a message to the entire world.”

Murphy shook his head. “Alessia, hacking into a radio to hear a broadcast and sending one out are two very different things. We’d need access to a central line where I could speak over the radio. We won’t find that at a tower.”

Again, the wheels turned in my head. And once again, the idea was the epitome of insanity. Hadn’t I just thought that I never wanted to step foot inside that camp again? But what were the other options? None. There were none.

Rainer caught on to my idea, the two of us speaking over each other.

“There’s a broadcasting station in the camp.”

“No fucking way are we going back there.”

Murphy’s gaze bounced between of us as we stared each other down. Rainer’s stare was fury and ire, mine hope and pleading. Didn’t he realize this was the only option?

A fourth voice joined our group. “I say we do it. What do we have to lose?”

Looked like Warner was back and he was on my side.
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Chapter Twenty-Two


There were multiple debates over the next few weeks as our time ticked down. Mina had found a handful of notebooks in the children’s bedroom and we used those to track the date. As of this morning, we had exactly nine days before the first set of trains left.

According to Mina, the train station was on the outskirts of the university. Which, by our estimation, was a three-day hike away. We wanted to give ourselves one day of leeway, which meant we had five days left to make a decision.

Unfortunately, our group seemed to be split almost down the middle. Rainer and Aiden were adamant that we didn’t attempt breaking into the camp again. Warner and I were convinced that it was the right thing to do.

Although, I wondered if Warner leaned more toward the idea for the excitement. He didn’t seem to shy away from the adrenaline rush that came with multiple people shooting at you.

Murphy was down the middle. On one hand, he didn’t want to risk our lives. On the other, he desperately wanted his mom to know the truth.

Sasha seemed to be leaning my way, although she was tight lipped on giving an outright opinion. Which left Mina.

“Hi,” I said, taking a seat next to Mina on the bed she and Sasha had been sleeping in.

Sasha was downstairs with the guys, prepping our dinner for the night. To no one’s surprise, it consisted of several cans of vegetables and a few cans of soup. There weren’t many options when there was no way to freeze or refrigerate food.

“Hi,” Mina responded.

The two of us leaned against the headboard, our feet stretched out in front of us. Both of us wore long pants, hers slanting over her feet, the size too big. I hadn’t been too picky when I had rummaged through the clothing section of the store.

“You’re here to ask me what I want to do,” Mina stated instead of asked.

I knew it was futile to lie, so I shrugged my shoulders, crossing my ankles. “As much as I hate to put you on the spot, you’re the deciding vote.”

She let out a heavy sigh, resting her head against my shoulder. “I want to help others, I really do.”

She paused, fiddling with the hem of her thermal shirt. I rested my head against hers, asking, “But?”

“But,” she continued, “what if my family is already safe? They’re from the East Coast, where the bunkers are. They could be waiting for me. What if I die?”

It was the first time one of us had admitted out loud what we faced each day. No guards had come knocking on our door in the past two weeks, but it was an entirely different story when we showed up at theirs.

“We don’t all need to go. You can stay behind,” I tried to reassure her.

She lifted her head off my shoulder, pleading eyes meeting mine. “And what if you die?”

I didn’t need to ask her to elaborate. The fear that someone around me would die was sometimes debilitating. But wasn’t that how everyone felt? How could we stand aside when we had the chance to change that?

I explained as much to Mina and I pinpointed the moment when my words began changing her mind.

“You’re going to go either way, aren’t you?” She asked, and I couldn’t hide my grimace.

She may have been the only one to figure that out. Even if the majority voted against it, I’d be going back to the camp. And I knew I wouldn’t be alone, Warner following my lead.

Slumping back against the headboard, she finally gave in. “I vote yes. But,” she held up a finger, “only if we all go. We’re in this together.”

I wrapped my arms around her, pulling her in for a hug. “We’re in this together. That’s what families do.”
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Mina voiced her vote to everyone at dinner that night. Rainer and Aiden were in an uproar, but they were the minority and eventually they settled on frowning into their food, knowing they were outvoted.

The rest of the evening was quiet as we all headed to bed, no one wanting to discuss the plan yet. We still had five days, which meant for now, we were all going to live in a fantasy where we weren’t putting our lives on the line once again.

Sasha and Mina, as well as Murphy and Rainer, had gone to bed about an hour ago. Aiden had also slipped upstairs a little bit ago. I was supposed to be up there with him while Warner kept watch, but I also wanted to speak with him.

There were so few moments where I could speak to any of them alone. And I desperately needed to know more about this man. The one person who was willing to follow my madness, no questions asked.

“You should be sleeping,” Warner said as I crept into the living room.

He faced away from me, but I wasn’t surprised he knew it was me. He seemed to always know the score, one step ahead of the people around him.

I settled onto the couch beside him, curling my legs up in front of me. “I wasn’t tired.”

He finally turned toward me, tracking my features, before leaning in. “Liar.”

Giving up the game, knowing he could read me like a book, I rolled my eyes. “You’re right. I’m exhausted.”

“So why aren’t you sleeping?” He asked, gripping one of my ankles and tugging my body closer to his.

I hesitated, suddenly unsure of my intentions. Sure, I wanted to know more about him. I mean, we had spent months together and really all I knew was his name. But in the dark of night, with everyone else in the house sleeping, the questions on the tip of my tongue seemed too intimate.

Especially when he rubbed circles on my ankle, his gaze penetrating through my skin.

“Alessia, tell me why you’re down here,” he demanded.

The question spilled out of my mouth, his words hypnotizing me into following his instructions.

“Why do you want to send out the broadcast? I can’t figure out why. Either you have someone out there or you have a death sentence.”

He didn’t answer for several moments, his tongue pressing against his cheek as he tilted his head to study me. Finally, he said, “I don’t have somewhere out there.”

His words were said with such finality, I raised my brows. “No parents? Siblings? No one?”

I found that slightly hard to believe. He had to have someone, maybe even a close friend.

But he shook his head. “No one. Or at least, not anyone that I know of. I’m sure somewhere out there I have a mother and father.”

I pieced together his words, asking, “You didn’t grow up with your parents?”

“I grew up in a foster care in Colorado. Made my way out to Montana when I turned eighteen. I’ve been here ever since.”

“And how long has that been?” I asked, wanting him to quench my thirst for knowing more now that he had turned on the faucet of information.

“Are you trying to figure out my age?” He smirked, his hand traveling further up my leg, settling on my calf.

I rolled my eyes at his question. “Yes, that’s exactly what I’m trying to figure out.”

His smile was bright in the darkness. “I’m thirty-one, so I’ve been here for about thirteen years.”

Another question niggled at the back of my brain. “You were never adopted?”

“No. I watched plenty of kids come in and out, but I never left.”

The image of him became clearer in my head. I could imagine a young Warner watching new people enter his life every few months. His calculating stare had been formed at a young age, creating the man today that always seemed to keep to the shadows, paying attention to those around him.

Bringing us back to my original question, I asked, “So you have a death sentence? If you have no one out there, that’s the only logical answer I can come up with.”

This time, he chuckled, his hand reaching my thigh and squeezing. “I can assure you that I have no desire to die anytime soon.”

Still, he wasn’t giving me the answers I wanted. “Then why?” I pressed, leaning into his space.

His hand crawled up my thigh, his other hand reaching out to grab tendrils of my hair, tangling them in his fingers.

“I’m not sure I can explain it. I spent my childhood alone, most of adulthood too.” He pulled the strands of my hair, tilting my head until my neck was exposed. “But then there was you.”

His head leaned forward, his nose skating up the column of my neck, sending a shiver down my body. Reaching my ear, his hot breath warmed the sensitive skin.

“Hair dark as night. One of hundreds of faces in a crowded camp. You should have been able to blend in the way I had done my entire life.”

He took the shell of my ear into his mouth, nibbling gently on the flesh, a soft moan escaping me. He chuckled, continuing, “But instead you begged to stand out. Do the one thing in that camp that no one else dared to do.”

Warner backed away, his dark gaze meeting mine. “The second you dared to ask me about an escape plan, a complete stranger, I knew you weren’t meant for the darkness like me. But I realized I’d be your shadow, following you wherever you led.”

My heart beat a wild rhythm in my chest. I didn’t recognize the woman he described. I wasn’t a leader. Bravery didn’t guide me, it was fear that led to my recklessness. But I wanted to be who he pictured me as.

And under his heated stare, I knew I could be. I didn’t wait for him to invade my space as he enjoyed; I pressed forward, my hands landing on his chest and my lips finding his.

He met me immediately, pulling tighter against the hold on my hair, his tongue spearing past my lips and tangling with mine.

With his empty hand, he gripped my hip, guiding me onto his lap until I was straddling him. His need pressed against my core, my hips rolling involuntarily.

Our mouths fought for dominance, his large hand sliding up my side and cupping my breast. He kneaded the sensitive flesh, his fingers brushing over my taut nipples through my shirt.

I continued to undulate my hips, unable to hold myself back. I wanted him. I wanted to be the daring woman he promised me I was.

Sliding my hands down his chest, I slipped them under his shirt, the ridges and valleys of his muscled chest firm beneath my touch. He followed suit, his hand slipping beneath my shirt and finding bare flesh.

Pulling my hair, he broke the kiss, his mouth finding my neck. Sucking and licking down the column, he released my hair, gripping my hip once again while he continued to play with my nipples.

Moving my hips in a rhythm that had him groaning against my skin, I sank further into his touch. I was on fire, aflame with a hungry desire I couldn’t contain.

Our movements were frantic and hurried, need building between us. A loud moan escaped my lips as he pinched my nipple between two fingers, his hips thrusting his cock against my core.

His hand left my skin, his mouth leaving my neck, and emptiness rushed through me at the lack of contact.

I wanted to ask why he stopped. Why he didn’t continue to play my body like an instrument when all I wanted was to feel his entire body on top of mine.

But I never got the chance as he shifted my body, planting me on my feet while he stayed on the couch.

“You should get some sleep,” he told me, and I raised my brows in question.

“And what if I don’t want to?” I sassed back.

He wrapped his hands around my stomach, his touch warm and inviting, a contrast to the way he pushed me back.

“Make no mistake, I will have you writhing underneath me. I’ll taste you until you’re begging me for more. And when you’re on the edge, pleading with me to fuck you senseless, I’ll finally give you my cock.”

I swallowed roughly at his words, imagining it in perfect detail, my core throbbing for exactly what he described.

“But when I do, there won’t be five other people right upstairs.” He crowded my space, a filthy smirk crossing his lips. “Because when I take you, I’ll have you screaming my name.”

I was speechless. Utterly speechless, unable to form a coherent thought, let alone words. He turned my body, slapping a hand against my butt.

“Now go get some sleep. We have a lot of planning to do tomorrow.”

Following his words, I trudged back up the stairs, slightly stunned and highly turned on. Climbing into the top bunk, I crawled under the covers, shutting my eyes. And no one could blame me when dreams of Warner’s mouth and hands invaded my mind. But I’d never admit that two other men starred in those dreams as well.
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Chapter Twenty-Three


“We still have time to turn back.”

As a group, I think we all rolled our eyes in unison. This was probably the hundredth time Rainer had uttered the words.

He had been a grumpy recluse the past four days, refusing to do anything but sit in a corner and pout with his arms crossed against his chest.

“Hate to break it to you, man, but this is a fight you aren’t going to win.” Murphy clapped a hand against Rainer’s shoulder, shooting me a wink over his shoulder.

Rainer continued to mutter incoherently under his breath, probably cursing us all for our idiocy. But I tuned him out, knowing that his attitude didn’t matter. Once we were closer to the camp, he’d be sharp, ready to follow through on his portion of the plan.

Warner strolled to my side, his long legs catching up to me quickly. On a whisper, he asked, “Are you sure this is going to work?”

For the first time, I could confidently answer yes. It seemed when we had seven heads working together, plans were much easier to formulate.

Science was my forte, but the others had intelligence where I lacked. Sasha had been the biggest surprise, most of her ideas being used.

Our steps slowed collectively as the fence around the camp came into view. A heavy silence fell over us. It seemed the confidence dimmed in light of the day, the camp an imposing view before us.

“Everyone know what they need to do?” I checked in and I received six nods.

“Don’t make any detours. We need to leave for the trains by nightfall.” Murphy stood at my side, addressing the entire group.

Everyone began breaking up into two groups, Murphy pulling me into his arms. His nose nuzzled against my neck. “Be safe. And don’t do anything stupid.”

I rolled my eyes against the side of his head. Why did these men think I was prone to bad decisions?

We broke away, Murphy heading toward Sasha and Warner. We had decided that two guns should go with each group. There had been a hushed debate between the men about who would go with who.

Eventually, it was decided that Aiden and Rainer would head inside with me and Mina, leaving Sasha and Warner with Murphy. I struggled to separate from anyone in the group, but I had to admit that I was happy Aiden had been placed with me. At least then we didn’t have to worry about each other’s whereabouts when all hell broke loose.

And I knew chaos was about to ensue. There was no other option around it.
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We approached the front of the gate from the left, not bothering to hide as the guards spotted us. Immediately, they raised their guns, but so did Rainer and Aiden.

As we stood a mere ten feet from them, I took in their movements. I was used to the robotic motions, the trained men and women that didn’t seem to blink in the face of a threat.

These weren’t those people. They blinked repeatedly, their gazes darting between Aiden and Rainer. Their feet slid from side to side, their movements jittery.

The ordeal inside these gates had shaken them. The people they knew, some of them possibly their friends, had been killed at our hands. The man in charge of them was gone. Warner had been right when he said they would be scared, out of their element, and unsure of what to do.

Finding my voice, I said, “No one needs to get hurt.”

Four sets of eyes fell on me. A stocky woman in the middle of the group raised her brows at me, never lowering her gun. “Is that what you told the men and women you killed?”

Alright, so they weren’t in the mood for forgiveness. That was okay. The blood spilled inside those walls would haunt me forever.

“Do you even know what you’re protecting?” I asked, taking several steps forward until I stood in the middle of the two opposing forces.

“Lessy,” Aiden warned at my back, but I ignored him.

For too long, I viewed them all as the enemy. But they were people like us. Not all of them were vicious like Vex.

The guards looked to each other cautiously and I knew I had them. No, they didn’t know what they were protecting. Which meant Sasha’s plan could work.

She had been the only one to realize that not every guard would be making it on those trains, if any of them. What was the purpose of corralling a group of people into a camp if someone wasn’t going to keep them here until the meteor hit?

“What are you talking about?” The woman said, clearly the leader of their small unit.

I took another step forward, ignoring the warning bells ringing in my head. I had never spoken to the guards. But now, Sasha’s words played on a loop in my head. Play to their humanity. In a sea of monsters, there will always be someone on your side.

When she spoke those words, my mind jumped to the blonde woman who had lost her life, trying to save ours. She had been on our side. I could only hope these four guards would feel the same.

“The world is ending,” I began.

Their eyes widened instantly before slanting. “You’re lying.”

Sasha had also anticipated this. Pulling the files Warner and I had stolen from the bag on my back, the papers that were the catalyst for the past few months, I held them out toward the woman.

“My father, Antonio Accardi, was a scientist. He discovered a meteorite that was going to wipe out nearly all of Earth at the end of the year.”

Unbelieving frowns met me, but I continued to hold out the papers. Taking the last few steps, I was finally in front of the woman. Up close, I realized she was older, probably around my mom’s age.

“Do you have children?” I whispered.

Her eyes were perfect circles and she gave me one singular nod. Her gun was mere inches from my face, but I didn’t flinch under the threat.

Pushing the papers into her hands, I murmured for only her to hear, “My father lost his life to protect us. He was killed because he didn’t want to keep this a secret. I need you to believe me, not for you, not for me, but for your kids. Who deserve a chance to survive.”

The woman blinked slowly and then she took the papers from my hand. When she lowered the gun pointed my way, an audible sigh of relief left me.

Her eyes scanned the paper quickly, the color in her face fading until she was white as a ghost. Shuffling through the stack of papers, the other three guards leaned over her shoulders. In a few minutes, the papers were back in my hands.

“What do you want us to do?” The woman asked, her voice shaky.

I recognized the fear in her voice, the same fear that had coursed through me when I learned the news. There was no easy way to hear that the life you led was going to end soon. But maybe now it didn’t have to.

“I need you to gather everyone inside the camp. It’s time we tell the world the truth.”
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Chapter Twenty-Four


Murphy

Istepped inside the camp, Warner and Sasha trailing behind me, as well as a handful of guards leading us. I had used every ounce of persuasion I had to convince the guards of what was happening around them. And I wasn’t surprised when I didn’t even need to show them the files detailing the information, I had a way of charming the people around me.

“You’re a genius, has anyone ever told you that?” I murmured to Sasha.

She had been the one to suggest splitting up. If we had walked up to the gate seven strong, they never would have given us the opportunity to speak. But when the numbers were evened out, when the guards assumed they had a chance, it was a different story.

“Not enough lately,” Sasha responded, and I chuckled.

My chest was light as we strolled into the camp, something I never thought would be possible. I hadn’t experienced the horror inside these walls the others had. But even just the thought of what had happened to Alessia had my blood boiling.

I knew why. I was madly in love with the woman. Her pain was my pain. If only I had the guts to tell her. But I swore to myself that after this was all over, after we were headed toward the safety of the bunkers, it would be the first thing out of my mouth.

The guards led us to the large building, settling the others outside, before unlocking the door. I braced myself to step inside, not prepared for the mess, but they had been as busy as us the past few weeks.

There were no signs of the dispute that had happened inside. The bodies were moved, the desks cleaned, and everyone back to work.

Immediately, two men stood from their post, their guns raised.

“Hold your hand,” the man in front of me barked and immediately they listened.

A slender woman, around middle age and with a sleek brown ponytail, stepped into our line of sight. “What is this about? There are no civilians allowed inside.”

I presumed she was Vex’s replacement based on her sharp stare and stern posture. I opened my mouth to deliver my spiel once again, but the guard beat me to eat.

“Cut the shit. When were you going to leave?”

“Why would I leave?” She asked, jutting her chin higher into the air.

The guard clambered over to her, shrouding her size, but I had to give it to her, she never cowered.

“To get on the train and head to the fancy bunkers.”

The poised woman stuttered over her response. “What are you talking about?”

The man glared at her and she tried again. “How in the world do you know?”

If my words hadn’t convinced the man, hers sure as shit did. Anger painted his face red, his chest puffing, the weapon in his hand raising. “You’re going to show this man where the radio is. And then you’re going to step aside.”

I could tell the woman wanted to argue. She glanced to the men and women at the computers, people that obviously knew the truth, trying to find backup. But there was none to be found. Apparently, not everyone was okay with mass murder.

I mean, sure, they weren’t actively killing these people. But they were complicit in allowing their deaths when there was another option.

The woman finally gave in to defeat, her shoulders slouching, and her head bending in remorse. “Follow me.”

Warner and Sasha at my back, we followed the woman upstairs and toward a locked room. We had passed it the last time we were inside, but it wasn’t a priority to break inside. There was too much going on.

She unlocked the door and I stepped into what could only be described as a computer nerd's dream. Screens upon screens dotted the walls, surveillance of the entire camp. I noticed the video from the front of the camp and I sighed in relief when I saw the others walking through, unharmed. Fuck, we had really done it.

There were also monitors coming through of coded memos and in the corner, the radio we had been desperate enough to reach.

The woman waved a hand at the setup. “I have no clue how to use it. I wasn’t exactly prepared for this position.”

Because it had been Vex’s. I didn’t know exactly what happened to him. We had all heard the gunshot. And when I asked Alessia, she simply said, “he can never hurt me again.”

Smiling widely at the woman, my chest lifted with pride. “That’s alright, I know exactly what to do.”

Sliding into a chair, I sat before the radio, beginning to fiddle with the controls, only one thought on my mind. Mom, I hope you still listen to the radio every single day.
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“What happened to ‘I know exactly what to do’,” Sasha mocked at least ten minutes later.

I was still fiddling with the controls. I had figured out how to receive messages, but I was still struggling with how to send one.

Throwing a glare over my shoulder, I said, “It’s not as easy as it seems.”

Sasha leaned over my shoulder, eyeing the different buttons and screens, pointing to the small microphone. “Seems pretty easy. Press the buttons, speak your little heart out into the microphone, send it to the world.”

“I agree with her. Pretty straightforward,” Warner added and I let out a heavy breath, trying to keep my patience.

Why couldn’t I have been with the other group? Instead, I was stuck with the two sarcastic assholes.

“Maybe you could give me some space?” I suggested, and they shared a conspiring smile, neither of them backing up.

“Or not,” I muttered, trying to regain focus.

I closed my eyes, remembering all the tinkering Mom and I had done in the evenings. Every radio had a transmitter and the receiver. The transmitter allowed messages to be sent while the receiver, well, received the messages.

Mom had taught me mostly about receivers, considering that was her main job. The electromagnetic waves were sent to an antenna, which then received the message and sent it to the receivers.

As Warner and Sasha reminded me, the process was pretty straightforward, as long as you could figure out how to manipulate the waves and send them properly. There was no purpose to this if I couldn’t get the message to every radio in the world.

Pressing more buttons and turning more controls, a red light finally popped on beneath the microphone. One step down. Typing into the controls, I read through the code, selecting the correct line, and then I knew I was in.

Once I pressed this button, anyone who was listening would hear my voice. But I knew that wasn’t good enough. Who truly was sitting beside a radio? And if there were more camps?

No, I knew I needed to do more. Swiveling in the chair, I stood up, scanning the screens before me. There were too many codes, too many things I couldn’t decipher.

Thankfully, the woman was still inside the room. “Do you have access to the other camps?”

I was taking a gamble that other camps existed, and that she would discuss them with me. Stepping toward the main computer, she typed in a password, pulling up a software and then there it was.

My eyes widened at the sheer number of camps around the continent. There were at least thirty thousand. How the hell did they plan this so quickly?

Next to each camp was a coordinate as well as a radio frequency. Jackpot. The frequencies were numerical, which made my job much easier.

Falling back into the chair, I typed into the radio, setting the frequency to each number. Reading the code before me, I hacked over the entries, making sure that my message would be broadcasted, whether the person on the other end wanted it to be or not.

Once everything was in place, my finger hovered over the red button, mentally preparing what to say. How did you tell an entire population that the world was ending?

Sasha was still at my side, and she noticed my struggle, shedding the sarcasm. “Speak from your heart. People will listen.”

Nodding, I took one more deep breath, pressing the button, and when my voice sounded, I pretended I was solely speaking to my mom.
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Chapter Twenty-Five


The entire camp was gathered before me. The stocky woman, named Elena, had brought a chair out for me, which I now stood upon. It wasn’t a grand stage, this wasn’t a performance, so why did it feel like it?

Curious and tired stares pierced my skin, nerves skating up and down my arms. Aiden stood at my side and he nudged my hip with his elbow.

“I can give the speech,” he assured me, but I shook my head.

“I need to do this.”

I needed to do this for Dad. For Mom and Alex. For all the lives that were lost. And most of all, I needed to do this for myself. In a world where I couldn’t control anything, where I had been so lost, struggling to find my feet, I knew this was my purpose.

I was a protector. And I was going to do everything I could to protect the people around me from unnecessary loss, from experiencing the heartbreak I knew all too well.

Clearing my throat, my fingers fidgeting in front of me, I found my voice. “I know you’re all wondering why you’re gathered here.”

My voice was soft, too small, but the crowd was silent, my voice echoing. “You were displaced from your homes. You were maybe even separated from your families and no one has given you answers. But I’m here to give them to you now.”

I glanced to my right, spotting Mina standing behind Warner, and she gave me a small smile, encouraging me to continue. Rainer had his familiar glare, but when my eyes met his, the harsh features faded, his soft eyes giving me courage.

“The world is ending. A meteor is set to strike the Earth on December 19th, right here in Montana.”

Gasps echoed throughout the crowd, some people voicing their disbelief while others cried out in worry. There was no right response, but the concern and worry permeated the air, and knowing I could give these people answers had strength blossoming inside of me.

My fingers paused their anxious fiddling, my shoulders straightening as my voice rose.

“They wanted to keep us in the dark, blind us to the truth. But this isn’t the end. There are bunkers on the East Coast, a way for you to survive what is to come.”

“I can’t promise you that you’ll make it there. I can’t even promise you that they’ll let you inside. But there are trains leaving from Dozier Station in five days, as well as a week after. They are heading to the bunkers.”

I paused, letting the information settle. Before I could begin speaking again, a man shouted out, “What if they don’t let us on?”

I didn’t have an answer for him. In fact, that had been my biggest fear. The people manning the trains were following orders, just as the guards inside these walls had been. And there was nothing more terrifying than a person who was a slave to control, willing to do whatever was ordered.

“That’s entirely up to you.” I scanned the crowd, meeting as many eyes as I could, letting them see the fire burning in my gaze. “But I’m going to fight. I’m going to do everything in my power to survive, and I urge you to do the same.”

Murmurs started in the crowd as I finished. In seconds, the murmurs turned into shouts, and then, as we assumed, chaos ensued.

People began rushing through the camp, shoving and pushing each other, scrambling to get their things, their families, and leave. I knew what I had done. Our chances of getting on the train just diminished exceptionally. And yet, there was no regret to be found.

“Hey! Back up!” Someone shouted from my right, drawing my attention.

One of the civilians wrestled a guard, trying to pull the weapon from his hand. My eyes widened with shock and when I glanced around, I realized he wasn’t the only man doing so. Dozens of people were attacking the guards, vying for their weapons.

This time, regret did fill me. This wasn’t what I wanted. But I had told them to fight and thus, that’s what they were doing.

From my vantage point, I noticed the man barreling toward Rainer, his gun a beacon. Calling out his name, I gestured over his shoulder, his body turning as the man collided with him. The two tumbled to the ground, rolling around on the grass.

Mina stumbled on her feet, falling to her butt, the crowd swallowing her up. Shit, shit, shit. Hopping down from the chair, I searched out Aiden, his hand finding mine in the chaos. Dozens of bodies swarmed us, their movements frantic, their expressions filled with fear.

“We need to get out of here. And fast,” Aiden yelled over the shouts and I nodded quickly, my heart hammering as I tried to spot Mina’s red hair or Rainer’s tall frame.

Aiden shoved people out of the way, heading toward where Rainer and Mina were last seen. Breaking away from a mother and her children who hurried past us, I spotted Mina curled on the ground, protecting her head from feet pounding past her.

“Mina!” I yelled, grabbing her arms and pulling her up. Aiden gripped her hand, still holding onto mine, as we continued to search for Rainer.

My mind wandered to the three inside the building and I hoped that Murphy got the message out, that they were escaping, able to make it out of here.

Some people ran toward the front gate after gathering their things, but not enough. Too many people were fighting with the guards for the weapons and then each other once a gun traded hands. It was desperation at its finest, a person’s need to survive greater than their decency.

Finally, I spotted Rainer on the ground, still wrestling with a man. But there was someone else in the fray. I recognized the dark skin immediately. Emmanuel.

He was helping Rainer, pushing the other man off while Rainer scrambled away. What was he doing here? The thought faded as I glanced around in horror. I spotted the twins immediately, Stephanie and Lucas’ frightened stares shrouding their features. Elizabeth looked on with horror, a hand covering her mouth as she watched her husband fight a man two times his size.

Once Rainer was back on his feet, he took the butt of his gun, slamming it across the man’s head, knocking him out. Holding out a hand, he helped Emmanuel to his feet, searching for someone in the crowd.

His gaze landed on me and I rushed to meet him in the middle, Aiden and Mina in tow. The four of us ran toward a tent, sliding inside. Emmanuel called out to his family, the three of them avoiding the onslaught of people as they joined us inside the canvas material.

When we were inside, Stephanie let go of her mother’s hand, her small body thrown against mine. I wrapped her in a tight hug, equal parts thankful and terrified to see them again. Why weren’t they already headed for the trains?

Rainer must have been thinking the same thing because he gripped Emmanuel’s shirt, yanking the fabric and turning that furious glare on the older man. “What are you doing here?”

Emmanuel held up his hands in defeat, sorrow in his eyes. “They never sent someone for us. They promised they would, but they never did.”

Vex must have been in charge of securing their safety. But he was dead.

Rainer realized he wasn’t going to get anything else out of Emmanuel and he dropped his hold, turning that glare on me. “Realizing this was a bad idea yet?”

I wouldn’t admit it to him, but yes, yes I was. Maybe there had been a better way to go about this. We had anticipated the chaos as everyone rushed from the camp, but I hadn’t been prepared for the anger. For the aggression.

Rainer shook his head in annoyance at me, but let it be, focusing on the predicament at hand. “We need to get out of here and as far away from the crowds as possible. And then immediately leave for the trains. The number of people showing up is going to be absurd.”

We all nodded in agreement. “Aiden, you stay at the back. Make sure no one catches us off guard. Everyone else, follow me and sprint as fast as you can.”

I knew the kids couldn’t run as fast as we could and so Emmanuel and Elizabeth both threw one of them on their backs. We formed a line at the entrance of the tent, Rainer peeking his head out, checking for a path to the exit. And then we ran.
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Chapter Twenty-Six


Rainer had determined a meeting point before we had headed toward the camp. When he was outvoted, it was the one thing he could control.

Taking cover inside a faded diner, the sign outside crooked but large, we waited with bated breath for the others. Minutes that felt like hours passed until suddenly, there they were. Murphy, Sasha, and Warner skidded inside, all out of breath, their hair askew and chests heaving.

“What the hell did we do?” Murphy asked with wide eyes.

Apparently, they had seen the chaos back at the camp. I wondered how long it would go on. How many more lives would be lost in the name of survival.

“We don’t have time to waste,” Rainer snapped. “Grab our things and let's get the fuck out of here.”

We grabbed the bags we had stashed in the diner, retrieving more from the last house we had stayed in. Each of us slung supplies over our shoulders, ammo, clothes, and food stuffed inside each.

“Mina, you know the way?” Sasha checked in and she nodded steadily, although I noted the concern in her eyes.

It wasn’t easy to be in charge, to know people’s lives were in your hands. But I trusted her, believed in her, and if she needed reassurance, I’d be there to give it to her.

“What are we waiting for?” Warner asked and his words snapped us into motion.

Filing out of the diner, those with weapons readied themselves, but we had nothing to worry about. The streets were fairly empty, either the people had already moved on, possibly going back to their homes. Or they were still at the camp, fighting for a weapon.

For hours we trudged along the paths of the town, meandering through abandoned neighborhoods, until we finally reached the highway.

The sight was foreign. Several stalled out cars sat in the middle of the road, others driven off the edges, tilted into the hills on each side. There was no rumble of engines, no cars whizzing past, and it was as if the world had already ended.

“Do you think we’ll run into other people?” I asked whoever would answer.

Unease swirled in my gut at the idea. Would they attack us, try to take our food and weapons? I thought back to the two men who had found us in the woods. They hadn’t thought twice before attempting to rob us, and that was before anyone knew the truth.

Rainer shrugged, calling out from the front of our group. “I’d be surprised if we didn’t. Everyone should keep their guards up, just in case.”

The unease grew until an arm was slung over my shoulder, a husky voice in my ear. “Don’t worry, babe. Everyone has the same goal, they’ll leave us alone.”

I raised my brows at Warner, softening under the weight of his touch. “I didn’t think you were the optimistic sort.”

That role usually fell on Murphy. If I was to classify the three of them, Murphy was the optimist, Rainer the realist, and Warner the pessimist. Although, the more time I spent with each of them, the more facets I saw, realizing they couldn’t fit into the boxes I originally created in my head.

“Oh, that’s not me being optimistic. But your stress is contagious and we don’t need anyone freaking out.”

I glanced at the others, noticing that I indeed was not the only one stressed about the circumstances. Aiden hovered near me, his reach never too far away. Rainer and Murphy stood shoulder to shoulder, both of their gazes bouncing to every available space they could see.

Mina was beside them, giving instructions, but even her shoulders were tight. Stephanie and Lucas huddled between their parents, the four of them slightly separate from the rest of us.

The only two who seemed relaxed were Sasha and Warner. Sasha was nearly skipping as she walked, basking in the sunlight overhead, even as a chill bit through the air.

“And why isn’t my stress getting to you?” I asked Warner, leaning into his side as I took my next step.

“Because my only concern is you. And it just so happens that nearly everyone here would take a bullet from you.” He looked down at me with a teasing smile, the unfamiliar gesture lighting up the dark depths of his eyes. “Must be that personality of yours, draws everyone in.”

“Even you?” I asked.

I knew the answer. He had been more than forthcoming about his feelings for me. But as my gaze fell on Murphy and Rainer once more, I knew why I needed the reassurance. How could my heart beat in tandem with each of these men? And if it never ceased to do so, would they all be okay with that?

Warner leaned down, biting teasingly against my neck. “Especially me.”
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I sat on the hood of a car, my arms wrapped around myself, the wind biting at me even through the coat. I stared up at the stars littering the sky; the sight reminding me of the nights spent in the woods, comfort wrapping around me like a blanket.

We had decided to stop an hour ago once it was nearly impossible to find our way through the darkness. So far, we hadn’t passed any other travelers, but that didn’t stop everyone from deciding on a watch schedule, alternating shifts every hour.

Several of the cars on the road were unlocked and we took advantage, climbing inside to escape the cold and find some rest for the night. Warner was on the first watch, but besides Emmanuel, Elizabeth, and the twins, none of us were ready for sleep yet.

“Anyone want to play a game? I’m bored,” Sasha sounded from inside the car I sat on, her head resting on the open window.

“Don’t know what to do with yourself when we’re not breaking and entering?” Aiden teased from beside me.

“I’m bored too,” Mina defended Sasha, sitting in the passenger seat, her door open.

Admittedly, I was also bored. It seemed that Murphy’s words were true, none of us really knew what to do with the free time. There was no plotting to be done, no places to break into, no one to fight.

For the first time in the past eight months, I was left bereft without the commodities we were used to. There was no television to turn on, no music to listen to, hell, there wasn’t even a book to read.

“Ooh,” Sasha exclaimed, “let’s play hide and seek!”

Mina let out a snort of amusement. “What are we, twelve?”

Sasha groaned, opening her car door and making her way to the hood where we all congregated. “Come on! This is the perfect place to do it. We have the woods, a bunch of cars, and it’s dark out. What else are we going to do?”

“She has a point,” I added. “Plus, everything happening has added years to my life. May as well act like a kid again.”

I nudged Aiden in the shoulder, cajoling him with a grin. “Come on. This is your chance to redeem yourself. You never could beat me when we were kids.”

As I hoped it would, the competitiveness rose in him and he hopped off the hood, spreading his arms wide. “I always beat you. And I’ll beat your ass again now.”

Jumping down to join them, Mina climbed out of the car, and the four of us started discussing the bounds and who would be the seeker first.

Murphy and Rainer spotted our huddle from where they stood a distance away and came over to investigate. Warner leaned against the frame of a car, winking at me when he found my gaze, before turning back toward the road, continuing to keep watch.

“What are you doing?” Rainer asked as he stepped into our circle.

Sasha explained the decided rules and Murphy’s grin grew as he whooped quietly. “I’m so in. Can I be the seeker first?”

We all broke out into debates, everyone wanting to seek first, the biggest difference from childhood. I remembered all the kids arguing about who got to hide, no one wanting to struggle to find the others.

“No,” Rainer spoke over us all, his voice low but decidedly firm.

I crossed my arms over my chest, exhausted of him always heeding a warning, directed as an order. “What do you mean, no?”

“I mean, this is a stupid idea. We have no idea who we could run into. And you all want to hide on your own?”

I threw my arms out, spinning in a circle. “There’s no one around for miles. Relax for ten minutes, have some fun. I know you want to.”

I could see him wavering. He and Murphy shared plenty of stories of their childhood, and I knew this was right up their alley.

Murphy tossed an arm around Rainer’s shoulder. “Come on. If you’re so worried, we can partner up to hide. That way, no one is alone.”

“And we already set boundaries. No one will be too far,” Sasha added, all of us doing our best to sway the grump.

Eventually, Rainer gave in, his shoulders slumping in defeat. “Fine. But no one leaves their partner.”

Murphy clapped his hands together, calling out to Warner. “Warner, we have an odd number of hiders, you’re joining.”

Rainer opened his mouth to argue once again, but Murphy held up a hand, possibly the only person that could get Rainer to shut up. “Do not complain. The seeker will keep watch, make sure the cars don’t suddenly come to life around us.”

We began separating into pairs, Mina and Aiden pairing up. Sasha and Warner decided to team up and by the way they whispered quietly, I knew they would be the hardest to find. That left me with Rainer and, although he wanted to pretend to be annoyed about the situation, he couldn’t hide the small tilt of his lips as I sidled up next to me.

“Alright, everyone will have sixty seconds. No out of bounds,” Murphy warned, pointing a finger at each of us before covering his eyes and counting, looking every bit like the twelve-year-old Mina claimed us to be.

Sasha and Warner were gone in an instant, already having chosen a hiding spot. Mina and Aiden loped slower away, but still buzzed with whispers as they decided on a spot.

Taking a few steps away from Murphy, I whispered, “Where are we hiding?”

I figured Rainer wouldn’t have an answer, still refusing to truly participate, but I was proven wrong. He grabbed my hand, tugging me away. His feet pounded against the asphalt, the sound loud enough for everyone to hear.

“The goal is to stay quiet so he can’t find us,” I told him, but Rainer covered my mouth with his hand.

“Stop talking.” He took several more steps, his footsteps still loud, before he stopped next to a car.

We stood for several seconds and then I was lifted into the air, Rainer cradling me in his arms. An exclamation begged to be set free at the surprise, but his hand still covered my mouth, stifling the noise.

This time when he walked, his steps were silent as a mouse, tracking across the highway, avoiding any sort of detection. We reached the median; the ground dipping into a crevice. Sliding down the surface, he sat me back on my feet, an off-road car near us.

“Get on your stomach,” he said and I did as I was told, lying on my stomach as he did the same.

He crawled under the car, my body following soon after his. Due to the slant of the hill, it was impossible to see under the car. And based on the noise he had made, Murphy would have no reason to believe we were across the road.

Meeting his eyes, I said, “You’re scarily good at this game.”

My idea had been to hide inside the backseat of one of the cars, but this was genius. And based on the wide grin, Rainer knew it.
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Chapter Twenty-Seven


The rest of the night was a blur of fun. Murphy had found us all, Mina and Aiden first and within minutes. Rainer and I stumped him, although he eventually found us. Sasha and Warner were the hardest to find, as I suspected, and it took all five of us to track them down.

The two had scaled a freaking tree, hanging in the limbs, the leaves shrouding them. When we asked how they had climbed so silently, neither of them were willing to give up their secrets.

We all took turns being the seeker and after a couple of hours, we were all finally ready for sleep. It wasn’t the most restful night, all of us cramped in the cars, but we managed to get in a few hours of rest before the sun crested the horizon.

The next day was much of the same. We walked and walked, never spotting another soul, even as we neared the larger city that housed the university and train station. The night wasn’t filled with as much fun, most of us tired from the endless walking.

Now we were on the third day and, according to Mina, only hours from the trains. There was an extra pep in my step as we walked. I could taste the salvation that awaited us.

“You seem cheerful today,” Aiden said, sliding up to my side.

I wrapped my arms around my brother, so thankful I had found him in that camp. That we both had the chance to make it out of Montana. I liked to think our parents would be proud. That Dad was looking down on us, cheering us on.

“We’re so close, Aiden. This close.” I pinched my fingers together, a small gap between.

“We still have to actually get on the train,” he reminded me, and I smacked him upside the head.

“No. You do not bring me down. You and I are going to enjoy the sun, pretend we’re going for a stroll in the neighborhood, and think happy thoughts.”

Aiden snorted, looking at me like I was crazed. “If I didn’t know any better, I’d think you were on drugs.”

Realizing he wasn’t on board with my happy-go-lucky plan, I sighed. “Look, I’ve spent the last eight months in my own personal hell. I don’t like the woods? Well, I got to live there for months on end. Want to sit back and wait for all this to blow over? No can do, the world is ending and our dad knew about it. And don’t even get me started on all the pain and torture and near-death experiences.”

I finished my rant on a breathy exhale, crossing my arms over my chest. There went my happy mood.

Aiden nudged his shoulder against mine. “You’re right, I’m sorry. Neighborhood stroll, here we are. Remember what we used to talk about on our walks?”

I smiled at the memories. “What we wanted to be when we grew up.”

We looked to each other and said in unison, “Doctor.”

Laughter echoed around us, twin smiles gracing our faces.

“Well, let’s talk about it again. There have to be jobs in the bunkers, what do you see yours being?” Aiden asked, and his question had multiple heads turning.

Mina raised her hand, saying, “They’ll need to have greenhouses to sustain people. I want to help out in there, maybe get a chance to use the degree I’ve been working toward for three years.”

“I’ll probably do the same thing, too. Teach whatever kids are there,” Murphy added.

Sasha interrupted this time. “Not me. I have no interest in selling insurance.”

“No one is going to need insurance anyway,” Mina reminded her and Sasha held up her hands.

“Still, that will not be my job. Maybe I’ll get to do something cool, like control the mechanics that keep us living down there.”

“Do you know how to do that?” I asked her and she shook her head.

“Nope. But they can teach me. I’m a fast learner.”

We all laughed at that, the rest of us sharing our plans. Rainer said he’d most likely end up fixing broken things, while Aiden and I both agreed we’d stick to the medical field.

“What about you?” Murphy asked Warner and my ears perked up, waiting for his answer.

I still had no idea what he had done before all of this. Was he in business? Construction? Insurance like Sasha?

“I can teach Sasha how to do her job. You can be my apprentice,” he told her.

We all looked at Warner, stunned. He knew how to do that kind of stuff? Rainer was the one who asked the question aloud.

“Yep.”

That was his response. No explanation. No details on what he did. We all waited for more, but it soon became apparent that we wouldn’t get anything else out of him.

“He’s not much of a talker,” Aiden whispered, so only I could hear.

No, he wasn’t. But when he did speak, it altered the way I viewed myself.

The conversation flowed easily the rest of the walk, everyone deciding to embrace the joy of our last few moments before we reached the station.

As we approached the city, tall buildings shadowed the sun, all of them in rows and rows, pressed up against each other. Our steps slowed as we walked through the streets, my eyes spotting groupings of people rushing across the sidewalks.

In fact, as I took in the area, I realized that there were hundreds of people milling about. We were a three-day walk from the camp. Not all of these people could have been from there, which meant, “Your radio message worked.”

Murphy smiled with pride, glancing at all the people with glee in his eyes. I found myself smiling as well, Mina joining in, but the rest didn’t seem as content with the news.

“How are all these people going to get on the trains now?” Aiden asked, and Rainer met his stare.

“They aren’t.”

In an instant, my smile faded. I knew that it would be harder to get on the trains after we told everyone the news, but I hadn’t anticipated this. But people would be willing to squeeze, right? It didn’t have to be comfortable if it meant we all were headed toward safety.

“The train station is three blocks over,” Mina said, “that way.” She pointed to the left, where the majority of people were scurrying.

Rainer nodded, tracking the path, before turning toward us. Emmanuel and his family gathered near us, all of them having been quiet most of the travel.

“No one separates. Our best way of getting on the trains is to stick together. We’re a force of eleven. That outnumbers most of the other groups.”

Crowding into a tighter grouping, we headed toward the crowds, ready to fight our way onto the trains if we had to. Warner slowed to the back of the group, circling my wrist and pulling me back with him.

“Do you remember what I told you?” He asked and I cocked my head to the side, trying to decipher what he could be talking about.

His hand wrapped around my hair, tugging on the strands as we walked side by side, our faces forward. “My only concern is you. No matter what happens, you get your ass on the train.”

I opened my mouth to argue. I wasn’t getting on that train unless we all were. Like Rainer said, we were a force of eleven, and I refused to separate even one more time. But Warner didn’t let the argument leave my lips.

“You. Are. Getting. On. That. Train.” Each word was defined, leaving no room for me to disagree.

I stayed silent, allowing him to think he had won. But what he didn’t understand is that I didn’t have a singular concern. I had ten of them. And no matter what happens, I’d do everything to get us all to safety.


[image: image-placeholder]






Chapter Twenty-Eight


If I thought the camp was chaos, it didn’t hold a candle to the anarchy we stepped into. Thousands of people swarmed the station. The trains weren’t supposed to leave until tomorrow, but it seemed everyone had the same thought as us. No one wanted to risk getting left behind.

I scanned the crowd, taking in the faces of strangers. Almost everyone’s arms were full, some filled with bags, in others children, and in too many, weapons. At the first sight of a gun, Aiden, Murphy, Rainer, and Warner all slipped a weapon from their waistbands. In that moment, I realized there was a slim chance we didn’t have to fight our way onto the train.

A line of people stood at the entrance to the tracks, each of them armed, blocking anyone from stepping past their boundary. It seemed that even with Murphy’s radio message informing the world of the end that was approaching, some people weren’t willing to abandon their posts.

Maybe they thought it meant a greater chance for them to get on board. Or maybe they simply didn’t know how to disobey, ignorant to the detriment they caused.

“How are we going to get around them?” Murphy asked.

No one had the opportunity to answer him. Not when the first gunshot rang out. The chaos devolved. There could have been a solution, a way for people to get on board without violence, but all that evaporated with the shot echoing through the air.

I couldn’t see more than a few feet in front of me, had no clue where the gunshot had come from, but I knew somewhere a body was lying on the ground. It was the beginning of the end of any chance at peace.

More bullets began spraying through the air, aimed from the line guarding the trains and from the crowd. Screams of terror deafened me, but fear kept my feet rooted. Frantically, I glanced around, making sure we were still standing, all together still.

Thankfully, no one dared to move a muscle. The four men created a barrier around us, protecting us from anyone who threatened to come near us.

We were in a bubble of protection, but the train was a beacon calling to me. We couldn’t stand here forever. Somehow, someway, we needed to make it on the train.

My gaze traveled through the crowd, straining to see over the bodies in front of me, trying to pinpoint a path forward. Think, Alessia, think. I begged for an answer, hoping would miraculously pop into my head, but to no avail.

There was only one way we were getting on that train, and I had instructed the people of the camp to do the same. We were going to fight.

“Rainer,” I said, and his head whipped toward mine.

I didn’t need to say more. He saw the determination in my eyes. He knew the situation, read it as clear as day. But with my go ahead, he prepared to lead us one final time.

“Murphy, you’re on my right. Warner, take my left. Aiden, secure the back,” he snapped out the orders in quick succession. “Everyone else, stay tight to our backs.”

We congregated together, Mina’s hand finding mine, our fingers locking together. We shared a look of fear and then, together; we pressed forward.

The three men at the front pushed through the crowd. People were running in every direction, some leaving to avoid the bullets still trailing through the air, others following our path, trying to push their way onto the tracks.

A group of people halted our movements, guns raised when we pushed at their backs. Warner didn’t hesitate, his finger pulling the trigger, the group falling to the ground at our feet. Elizabeth shielded Lucas and Stephanie’s eyes, but their wails sounded nonetheless.

As we neared the tracks, a rumble sounded, louder than anything else. With crazed eyes, I turned toward the train, fearing the worst. And the worst came true when I saw the smoke billowing out of the top of the train.

They were going to leave. They didn’t care about the schedule, not when everyone was threatening to jump aboard today.

Our movements became faster, Emmanuel and Elizabeth scooping the kids into their arms. Aiden stayed at my back, his presence never faltering. My heart started beating faster as we neared the tracks.

Rainer, Warner, and Murphy took down multiple people as we crossed the distance. Each body falling caused me to flinch, but I pressed forward, refusing to think about the blood on our hands. Not right now.

The engine of the train began sounding louder and louder, my heart pounding with the rhythm. The promise of safety, the promise of a chance, slipped through my fingers.

With one last shove through the crowd, we stumbled onto the tracks. But this wasn’t the end. The line of guards stood their ground, shooting anyone who dared to come close. Body after body fell to the dirt, their lives lost before they had the chance to survive.

“How are we going to get past them?” Mina whispered, her palm sweaty in mine.

Rainer and Warner shared a look, an unspoken agreement passing between them. There wasn’t time to decipher what they expressed, no time to ask them what the hell they were about to do.

But before they could move, Emmanuel dropped Lucas to his feet, moving from our circle. He slid past Murphy, ripping the gun from his palm. Elizabeth called out for him, Stephanie screaming, daddy. His movements didn’t slow and instinctually, we chased after him.

I realized too late that had always been his intention. With a skill I didn’t think him capable of, he aimed at several of the guards, taking them down in seconds. The other guards were too busy with the onslaught of people to our right, Emmanuel’s decision creating the distraction we needed.

“Go!” He yelled and we didn’t hesitate.

Sprinting past the deceased guards, we aimed for the train, the back door open, people that had slipped through piling into the interior. Murphy hopped up first, grabbing the twins from Elizabeth’s hands before yanking her up as well.

Mina was hoisted up next, crawling into the cabin of the train and pulling her knees to her chest, shock immobilizing her. Sasha clambered up, batting Murphy’s hand away.

Someone shoved into my back, the crowd pushing closer and closer, and I spun on my heel on instinct. But it wasn’t a civilian, it was a guard and I was too slow; the gun raising before I could blink.

Suddenly, my body was shoved aside once again, this time towards Aiden’s waiting arms. He climbed into the train, pulling me up with him. I faced the mouth of the train car, searching for the familiar faces.

Horror gripped me when I spotted Warner, battling with the guard who had almost shot me. Rainer wasn’t faring much better, taking aim after aim as he rushed for the lip of the train.

“Daddy!” The small voice screamed, her lungs having to burn with the effort.

But it wasn’t Stephanie’s voice I heard, mine echoed in my head as I saw what she did. A guard with perfect aim, sending a bullet deep into Emmanuel’s chest. His body fell limp to the ground, feet stepping over him, not a care for the father, the husband, who had sacrificed his life.

A choked sob came from Elizabeth and Murphy turned them all away, ushering them further into the train.

My focus didn’t stay on Emmanuel’s for too long. Not when two men were still outside, fighting to get on. They had the upper hand, taking down men and women alike as they headed for us, but there were too many people.

They pushed and pushed, their faces set in determination as they raced toward us. My feet jostled beneath me, my body pitching forward, but Aiden’s arms were there to catch me. The train was moving.

Everyone in the vicinity realized what was happening. Several people, guards and civilians alike, made a last ditch effort to hop onto the train, but it wasn’t the two men I hoped for.

I struggled against Aiden’s hold, kicking my feet into the air as he pulled me back. But I couldn’t stop, couldn’t leave them behind.

“Let me go,” I yelled, pulling against Aiden’s arms, but he never released me.

My movements grew sluggish, energy draining from me as my gaze locked onto Warner and Rainer. They were merely two men in a sea of people, all of them left with no options, but they were the only ones I cared about.

Rainer looked solemnly at me, his gaze passing over my shoulder, and I knew Murphy was at my back. My gaze switched to Warner, a smirk dotting his lips, and then the asshole, the absolute asshole, he winked.

They didn’t chase us down. They accepted their fate. But as the image seared itself into my brain, I knew I’d never be okay.
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Chapter Twenty-Nine


We had made it onto the train. We were headed for the bunkers, our one chance at survival. Hope tried to bloom in my chest, but it was impossible, not when two holes stunted the growth, torn into me by the two men left standing on the platform.

The wheels moved quickly on the tracks, Warner and Rainer growing further and further away until they faded from view. A solid crack split my heart and I couldn’t contain the sob that broke free.

Tears streamed freely down my cheeks and then two strong arms were around me, pulling me into a warm chest. Murphy murmured against my head, wetness dripping onto my hair and I knew he couldn’t contain the tears any more than I could.

I peeked up at him through blurry eyes, uttering the words, “They’re gone.”

He nodded in agreement, biting his lip to stem the sobs. The rest of the group surrounding us weren’t fairing much better. Lucas and Stephanie were inconsolable in their mother’s arms, thinking of their father.

I shared in their grief, knowing the pain of watching your father killed before your eyes. But it was different. They were too young. Too innocent to experience this grief. I wanted to hold them in my arms, to wipe away their pain, but I couldn’t even control my own.

“This isn’t fair,” I choked through another sob, my chest heaving as I tried to get air into my lungs.

How many times would I think that in the next few months? At this point, it had already been thousands. It wasn’t fair that my parents were dead. That Alex was dead. It wasn’t fair that the twins would never see their father again. That so many people had been left on those tracks, no chance at surviving what was to come.

And it wasn’t fair that I lost more people I cared for. I wanted to yell to the sky, beg for a different story, a happy ending that I always thought I’d find. This wasn’t how my life was supposed to turn out.

“Alessia, you need to take a deep breath,” Aiden urged from my side, and I realized I was hyperventilating, unable to calm myself.

Murphy pressed a hand against my chest, placing mine on his, breathing deeply. The motion was soothing beneath my palm and I gathered my breath, imitating the movement. Moments later, my chest was calm, my breaths less erratic.

But my heart was another story. You couldn’t fix something you couldn’t see. And I knew that from now until my last day, I would be a broken shell of the woman I once was.
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After the tears finally faded, our group convened in the back corner of the train. There were probably around sixty people shoved inside, fitting together like sardines in a can. But no one complained about the squeeze, too aware of the other option. We could have been the ones stuck on the tracks, left behind.

Aiden sifted through one of the bags we had brought, pulling out cans of vegetables we had brought from the house. Using a knife, he peeled the tops off, handing them out.

Elizabeth made sure both of the kids ate, Sasha and Mina sharing a can while Aiden passed the last one to me.

“What about you?” I asked, looking at the watery contents inside.

He shrugged his shoulders. “I’ll be okay. We shouldn’t be inside the train for more than two days.”

My brows furrowed in distaste and after shoving half the cold vegetables down my throat, I handed Aiden the can.

“You’re going to eat.” I dared him to argue, but he didn’t.

I didn’t need to voice my concerns, to remind him what we had lost, what I had lost. And I wasn’t going to lose him over something as silly as not eating.

After the small meals were finished, we sat in silence. Soft murmurs filled the space, other groups speaking low to each other, but none of us knew what to say.

Eventually, we all huddled in different corners, preparing to sleep. There wasn’t much else we could do. Eat and sleep and mourn in silence would be our norm for the next several days. And I didn’t dare to think of what awaited us once we arrived at our destination.

The train was dim, only one light in the car. Most of the people inside were asleep, the majority of them strangers. Women, men, and children alike dotted the space inside. I wondered if their families were whole or if they had been separated as we had. Did they know the pain that lived inside of me?

Murphy’s gaze met mine, unable to find sleep like me. He reached a hand toward me, tangling our fingers. We lied on our sides, facing each other, a cocoon of grief surrounding us.

“Tell me they’ll find a way,” I whispered, and Murphy’s face shuttered with agony.

“Tell me the lie,” I begged, silent tears wetting my lashes.

Murphy swallowed, catching the wetness before it could travel down my cheek. “They’ll find a way. You know Rainer, the asshole doesn’t know how to die.”

The teasing fell flat, neither of us able to crack a smile. I knew the words were a lie, created for my own sanity, but I held on to them, nonetheless.

Burrowing closer to Murphy, I dragged a finger across the lines between his brows, hating to see him like this. He was the light, the happiness in the darkness, but he couldn’t pretend right now.

Cupping his cheek in my hand, I let his sorrow wash over me, allowing him to shoulder mine. Both of us have lost someone, but as our breath mingled, I reminded myself that we were together. We were alive.

“Tell me the truth,” I mumbled, softly brushing my lips against his.

Murphy hesitated, but finally, he gave me the truth. And so much more.

“This world is cruel. It takes and takes and rarely gives. But it gave me you. And I’ll be thankful for the rest of my days, however long that is.”

Resting his forehead against mine, he spoke so low, a secret confessed in the darkness between the two of us as he shared his soul with me.

The next words were left unspoken, our hearts too broken to utter them out loud. But they flowed through me nonetheless and I knew Murphy felt them, too. I could only hope Warner and Rainer knew the truth as well.

I love you.
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